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Publisher's foreword
PICTURE the scene: a scene that will be re-enacted a dozen times tonight the length
and breadth of Britain. . . A group of young lads take a fast car from a city car park
and cruise the streets, looking for a police patrol vehicle. Once the cops are found,

the taunting starts, and the fun begins. The joyriders speed off and the police,
obligingly give chase. Quarry and pursuers become bit parts in a real-life enactment ofa scene which is portrayed so often onlY that ithas become part and parcel
of a culture ¡n which, ifthe car is King, then speed is the emperor of all. Of course,
it is tragedy, not comedy, that tends to characterise this latter-day Keystone Cops.
Pick up the paper, turn on the telly: perhaps the loudest, and most expensive,
single advertising message that appears is the voice of the motor manufacturing
industry, exhorting us, on the one hand, to savour the speed and perfotmance of the
latest models while, on the other, reassuring us that the latest design of tyre or fourwheel steering will keep us glued to the road on fast corners. And if we should
crash? Well, we've all seen how those delightful mannequins can survive almost
anything, thanks to roll-bars, reinforced door panels, inflating air bags, etcetera.

The victims of joyriding aren't the only losers in this quest for speed. The
persuasive argument that Robert Davis makes in this book is that what makes a road

safe for speed, makes it dangerous for vulnerable road users. As those who sit
snugly, or smugly, behind the impact-resistant bonnets of their "crash-worthy"
cars take to the road, so exposed pedestrians and cyclists are sent reeling from the
increase in danger.
Perhaps we should not be surprised when car builders sell the thrill of speed,
but here is a remarkable account of how those supposed to be responsible for the
safety of cars and roads have colluded with the roads lobby to promote speed not
safety. At times, Robert Davis is like a lone moped rider battling the wrong way
round the M25,but readers will surely find much that is persuasive in what he says.

Few of us would dream of driving these days without a safety belt. But let us
suppose there was a new law which actually banned the use of seat belts for a day.

I suspect we would all protect ourselves by driving rather slower and more
carefully
reducing the risk to vulnerable road-users as a consequence.
These arguments are, of course, like a red rag to a bull for many - not least to
that group which has always been a close ally of the manufacturers in their quest
for speed before the safety of non-car users - the motoring correspondents of the
national and regional press.
We circulated details of this forthcoming book to those same correspondents

on road safety day at the 1992 Motor Show at Birmingham. One - the Daily
Express's David Benson duly responded in his column of November 5, 1992.
From beneath a review of a 150mph "gem of a car", he didn't mince words:
"Personally, I shan't be reading his book," he fumed.
A pity, if not so surprising, for - as Davis himself points out in his lengthy
critique of the recent work of road safety expert, Leonard Evans, at the end of this

book - "There are none so blind as those who will not see."

Stan Abbott, Publisher, Hawes, North Yorkshire, December1992
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Introduction

Then...
The suggestion was lately made in convention that it would help very much to
make human life safer in New York if a suitable apparatus could be put up in
Madison Square and a dozen reckless drivers could be hanged on it. Their reply

was: 'A dozen? There are two or three hundred of those fellows that need
hanging.'
Lfe Magazine, 1906.'

Men of England
Your birthright is being taken from you by reckless motor drivers... Reckless
motorists drive over and kill your children... Reckless motorists drive over and
kill both men and women. Men of England... rise up,join together, and bring

pressure upon your representatives in Parliament, and otherwise make it
unpleasant and costly to the tyrants who endanger your lives and the lives of
your dear ones.
Poster circulated in London, 1908.2

...and now
Leicester Crown Court hears how a couple who work as driving instructors,
Mr and Mrs A, chased each other at speeds up to 80mph in L-plated cars and
crossed to the opposite side of the road during their midnight race in a 30mph
zone. Each was disqualified from driving for one month and fined £150 for
driving carelessly: Mr A was fined anotherfl00and disqualified for 12 months
more for driving with excess alcohol n his bloodstream. The couple have now
set up their own driving school.
Mr B is fined £200 for careless driving, £250 for failing to stop after an accident,

and has eight penalty points endorsed on his licence after running down and
killing a 16-year-old pedestrian at a speed estimated at 60 mph in a built-up
area.
Mr C, a £54,000-a-year company director, is caught when twice over the legal
alcohol limit at the wheel of his Ferrari. He has three previous drink-driving
convictions and one for driving while disqualified. He receives a six year ban
and a £1,000 fine.

York magistrates hear how a pedestrian is knocked down when a retired
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solicitor, Mr D, loses his patience and pulls out ola line of cars onto the wrong
side of the road. Mr D is fined £60 with £12 costs.
Some of the news reports collected in one three-month period by local branches of the
Pedestrians' Association.3

THE CENTRAL ThESIS of this book is that the dominant definition of "road
safety" in modem society is wrong. Most books on the subject start by considering

some nwnbers. Worldwide, between 15 and 20 million people have died and
hundreds of millions have been permanently injured in road accidents since the
tury4 Britain's toll is just over
beginnings of the motorised society earlier this
400,000 dead and i 6 million injured in what have become known as "road traffic

accidents", since official records started in l926 (although because of underreporting the latter figure should perhaps be increased to between 20 and 35
Measurement can be made in other ways. What distinguishes deaths on
the road from deaths elsewhere is their prematurity. Half of all male deaths in the
its7 As death
15-19 age group in Britain, forexample, are from motorvehicle
from infectious diseases has diminished, death in accidents has come to form a
much higherproportion of premature deaths. Looked at in terms of years of life lost
million).6

and set against a notional figure of the age at which we expect to die, this
prematurity greatly increases the significance of deaths on the road. So while far
more people die of heart disease than from crashes on the road (about 30 times as
many in 1983), the differential in terms of years of life lost comes down to a mere
1.7.8

As sobering as they are, however, these statistics do not do justice to the
suffering and misery involved in road accidents. The injuries and deaths are
sudden, and the psychological trauma produced, massive. In fact, road traffic
accidents should be taken more seriously because they are often avoidable, and
therefore, with hindsight, not really "accidents" at all.
Bringing the scale of harm to the attention of the public has long been the aim
of road safety professionals and others in the road safety lobby. One way of doing
this correctly is argued for by the mathematician John Allen Paulos who points

out the irrationality which can result from an inadequate assessment of the
probabilities of different kinds of risk. The modem mass media are obsessed by

risks of death - from berserk gunmen, rogue Rottweiler dogs or murder by
strangers yet these risks are very minor compared to those on the roads. Paulos
argues that the media should be provided with an easily understandable "safety
index" which they can use to accurately portray the chances of harm occurring, and
thus clear up confusion. Similarly, a cry from the road safety lobby has often been,
"If all these dead occurred at the same time and place, the public would take notice."
Every day approximately 14 people die on British roads, and between 800 and
i ,000 people go to hospital as a result of injuries sustained in what is classified as
a road traffic accident. Maybe, these arguments suggest, if we were made more

fully aware of the dangers, either collectively or individually, we would do
something about them.

INTRODUCTION

But these are naive arguments. The definition of social problems in the public
mind, whether through the media, peer group pressure or education, has very little
to do with the actual chances ofhartn occurring. The amount ofattention and, much
more important, the nature of the portrayal of the "cause" and "solution" of what
has been defmed as a "problem" are political and ideological issues. By "politics"
I mean the power relations that exist notjust between the state and the people, or
between large pressure groups and government (although these are relevant), but

also the power that individual road users have over the safety of others. By
"ideology" I mean the attitudes and values generated by a system with certain
power relations, which in turn support those relations through the formation of
background assumptions and hidden agendas.
We tend to regard the death or injury ofa loved one at the hands ofanother road
user as different from a death from cancer or heart disease, particularly if we judge
that other road user's behaviour to have been irresponsible. The point is notjust the
avoidable nature ofthe incident, but the abuse ofpotentially dangerous power. The
abuse of power by a fellow citizen in a public place leading to sudden death or other

harm is a feature which makes safety on the road a headline issue. Indeed at one
time, this was how the issue was mainly defmed.
The two quotations with which this introduction began defined the road safety
problem as a motorist problem. This view continued to be a reflection of public
opinion into the 1930s.'° Private motorists were a minority of about a million in
Britain, with about a quarter of a million motor vehicles on the roads in 1930. More
mileage was covered and certainly more journeys were made by bicycle." In 1935,
after agitation by those most affected by the danger posed by motorists - Britain's
cycling organisations, rail workers' unions and the newly formed Pedestrians'

Association for Road Safety - supported by the voice of newspaper editors,
legislation was brought in to control the danger (for example, the driving test).
Road safety ideas, centred around the "three Es" of education, engineering and
enforcement, were introduced. Road safety has since become the domain of
various professionals: road safety officers, road and vehicle engineers, traffic
police, doctors, lawyers and others. The anger and hostility towards the earlier
abuse of motorists' power has become muted and "road safety" has assumed its
blander, more scientific and neutral image.
Why is this? Part of the reason is that the road safety lobby claims success in
its efforts. This success has, we are told, been achieved not by succumbing to anger,
but by engineering vehicles and the road environment, by education, and through
sensible attitudes to law enforcement. Part One of this book, however, shows that
this is just not true. The view that the ordinary person might take, that there is more
danger on Britain's roads than there was 60 years ago, is correct. To a large extent

the dangers presented by motorisation have been legitimated. That is to say, that
they have been made acceptable as part of a political and ideological process in
which the dominant ideas of "road safety", and the activities of the road safety
lobby, have played a central role.

DEATH ON THE STREETS

To many professionals concerned with road safety, this may seem unfair
comment on sincere efforts to reduce danger. Some approaches, if genuinely
successful, such as those restricting the scale of drinking and driving, may have an

effect on one particular area of dangerous behaviour. However, unless a wider,
more radical approach is taken to the dangers posed by putting fallible human
beings in charge of equipment with an exceptionally high potential for harming
others, these benefits will be severely limited.
This is partly because of the way the aims and objectives of road safety are
formulated. Part One concludes by showing the inherently discriminatory nature
of the way "the problem" is conceptualised and quantified. Part Two shows how
the road safety lobby operates to avoid going to the root of the problem and
genuinely tackling the danger of motorisation. This is not just because of the
ideology of road safety; it is also because of the political base of much of the road

safety lobby. Its origins in organisations such as the Royal Society for the
Prevention of Accidents (RoSPA) reveal that the motoring organisations and the
road lobby played key roles in setting the agenda for the road safety movement.
Indeed, it is a measure of their arrogance and ability to impose their will on others
that they achieved this at a time when their members were very much a minority

of road users. And, of course, a dominant role is played by the Department
(previously the Ministry) of Transport(DTp), which has always supported motoring

as against other forms of transport.'2
In a further section the road safety lobby is analysed after consideration of one
of its best-imown victories - the implementation of legislation to make seat belt
wearing compulsory. Such "victories" involve a failure to reduce motorist danger
and, worse still, may actually make life worse for the more vulnerable road users.
Most of the history of the last sixty years of "road safety" is one of this kind of
deterioration, pseudo-restraint of danger from motorists, or minimal restraint
(which, precisely because it appears to be serious control, may effectively become
pseudo-restraint). Part Three gives some case studies of how this occurs.
Another reason is given for the acceptance of danger on the roads. We are now
all motorists, and therefore we accept what motorists may do. Except that we are
not. Most households in Britain did not include a car owner until after 1969, and
37 per cent did not in 1986. '69 per cent of journeys are apparently made by car,
according to the same official statistics,'4 but if the figures for journeys underamile
are included, the figure comes down to some 50 per cent.'5 None of this has prevented the dominant ideology from assuming for many years that "we are all
motorists now". Even if the vast majority of journeys were made by car, it would
still be difficult to justify the dangers posed to others. In fact, the advent of mass
car use (in Britain, the time when car use first became a real possibility for working
class families, in the late 1950s and 1960s) has created a number of problems, apart
from the dangers, which are detailed in Part Four. Forecasted increases in car use
throw these issues into sharper relief.
This book does not give easy answers. It is mainly concerned with clarifying
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the nature of the problem and helping to blow away the smoke-screens that have

been set up around the issue of safety on the road. In analysing its practice,
institutions and ideology, I sometimes refer to "road safety" in inverted commas.
Sometimes, to fit in with contemporary understanding, I do not. There is another
reason for this. If we want to modify existing practice slightly, it might be adequate
to call for "real" road safety, rather than a travesty of it which belongs in inverted
commas
and nowhere else. But if, as explained in Chapter 16, the association
of the two words has become so irredeemably part of the problem rather than part
of the solution, a civilised approach will simply have to separate itself from them
altogether, whether they have inverted commas or not. One thing is certain: any
confusion is the responsibility of those who collude with danger in the name of
safety.
The task of demythologising involves stripping away layers of mystification
which, like the layers of an onion, reveal others beneath. For example, criticising
a particular "road safety" intervention because it does not "work" can lead to an
examination of precisely what we mean by "work". This process of redefining and

identifying the problem is not merely semantic - it is vital prerequisite for
constructive discourse.

The book deals with some fairly sophisticated debates and ideas, and is
intended to be read by professionals and campaigners in the area. However, where

statistics and quotations are included, they have been presented with the nonacademic in mind and do not presuppose any specialist knowledge.
The figures and data (including prices) used in the text apply for the dates given.

They will change, and the latest editions of the relevant publications should be
consulted: the nature of transport danger they illuminate should not. Similarly,
while material drawn on is frequently international, most of it refers specifically

to the British experience (and is so unless otherwise stated), but the main
conclusions have a significance that goes beyond this country. Indeed, the aim of
the book is to elaborate some basic universal and unchanging principles about
human behaviour in the road environment.

11
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Part
f

ThiOne

A question of definition
what is road safety?
1.
Playing it by numbers
ALONG WITH CRIME FIGURES, the sober statistics of death on the roads make
an annual bid for the nation's attention. And for many years there has been cause

for some self-congratulation - or so we have been led to believe.
As the Department of Transport prepares to peddle another round of "good
news" on road safely to the doyens of the press, we find ourselves trying to
reconcile the official line that the roads are getting safer, with our everyday
experience of afrightening increase in danger.
The key to the conundrum is fear itself You may have heard someone say "that

road's a death trap". As danger increases, so the trap widens its jaws and more
and more non-car users get out of the way. With fewer pedestrians so there are
fewer accidents. Only the fearless or the foolhardy would ignore the risk: between
1955 and] 990 a ten to 14-year-old's chances ofdying on the roads nearly doubled.

+++
Numbers can be forbidding. The statements of government ministers, doctors and

other members of the road safety establishment are couched in terms of the
statistics of those killed or hurt on our roads. For the ordinary member of the public,

the talk of rates and trends may bear little relevance to everyday experience. Or
alternatively, the myths advanced by Britain's transport establishment may be
13
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willingly swallowed - particularly if they present a rosy pictui of "our" icord.
But we need to overcome any fear of figures. The main principles involved in
understanding the use and abuse ofofficial statistics are actually quite easy for the
lay person to understand. And this is essential for a proper understanding of what
different defmitions of "road safety" may mean. Given that there are alternative
definitions, an analysis ofthe official statistics provides a key to suggesting which
we should chose. At one level, provided they are treated with caution, the statistics
might tell us what they are supposedly designed for - namely, according to the
Department of Transport,
to provide background information on such matters as roads. . . weather
conditions etc, where road accidents happen. These statistics are used to
stimulate informed debate on matters ofroad safety and to provide both a local

and national perspective for particular road safety problems or particular
suggested remedies.'
From this perspective, the basic facts about the circumstances of people being

hurt or killed in the road environment can, in principle, give us a picture of the
chances of being hurt or killed for different types of people, different kinds of
travel, in different environments. A picture of probabilities is drawn. There is a
sense in which we all assess risks for ourselves as we move aboút and such pictures
can help us. But the official picture is deeply flawed. ,/
Atone level the quality of the data collected, such as,the assessment of exposure
to danger, is simply inadequate. Yet the problems are deeper. From the selection

of particular categories, through the kind of analysis to which numbers are
subjected, to their method of presentation in official publications and ultimately
their presentation in the media, the official statistical enterprise is biased. The bias
is in favour of a particular kind of transport policy, and a particular definition of the
dangers to life and limb that this policy generates, which discriminates against the
vulnerable groups of road users not travelling in cars.
This does not mean that official statistics should be rejected. Indeed, it opens
up a fresh area, a study of the road safety industry and the way road safety is thought

of today. In this sense I am following in the steps of modem criminology, which
some years ago pointed out not just that crime rates as presented in the media were
poor indicators of the true extent of certain kinds of crime, but that the production
of the figures can itself tell us about the operation of law enforcement agencies and
the media (as well as the whole society) in which those figures are discussed.2 With
few exceptions,3 debate about road safety has not yet seriously considered this kind
of question.
The statistics show that the chances of different kinds of road user dying or
being hurt can, overtime, be radically altered. Thus human agency, rather than fate,
is involved. However, the statistics are also used misleadingly to indicate that "the
problem" is at least partly being ameliorated by current policies. We are presented

with the myths that Britain has a good safety record compared to most other
countries, and that the record has been consistently improving. In many ways the
14
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zeverse is mie because of official policies which perpetuate a particular transport

status quo. The production and dissemination of official road traffic accident
statistics legitimate and fonn part of those policies.

The produdion of official accident statistics
Official statistics are produced by the Department of Transport (DTp) in the fonn
of "Road Accidents Great Britain" (RAGB), published annually. In 1986 the cost
of collecting, storing and analysing accident data was estimated at £1 .89 million.4

There is clearly an enormous amount of effort involved in the production of
statistics. Yet, despite the importance one would expect to be attached to them,
these figures are not always available to the general public. It might be suggested
that where figures are hard for the public to swallow because they don't match up
with the received wisdom, it is easier for an organisation like the Department of
Transport to exercise a little self-censorship.5
It is important to consider how the key terms are used in this process.
A. "Accidents"
The basic unit in the figures is the "accident", as recorded annually on some quarter
of a million accident report forms, known as "Stats 19", completed by all the police

forces in Britain and then sent to the DTp. There is some debate about the
appropriateness of the word. "Accident" involves the notion of unforeseen contingency, which is somewhat at odds with the aims of road safety professionals and

others who are keen to point out that much of what we see on the road today is
avoidable.6

While connotations of randomness, unforeseen contingency and chance make

"accidents" an unsuitable object for study by scientists concerned with nonrandom occurrences, the notion also implies a lack of important responsibility ("it
was just an accident"). This clearly has moral and legal implications for people
involved in acts leading to the injury of others. For this reason, organisations
representing those whose relatives have been killed by drunk or other particularly
irresponsible drivers have often opposed the use of the term "accident".
I get so angry when I hear the word 'accident'( used in such cases. Getting into
a car with eight pints of cider inside you and driving into somebody and killing
them is not an accident, it's a crime. It starts with the police using that dreadful
phrase 'road traffic accident'... from the first stages of investigation, the idea
that it was only an accident is part of the way society looks at it . . . Crashes are
incidents which may not just be slight acts of carelessness, and they should be
recognised as such.7
D Probart, Campaign against Drinking and Driving.

This specifically refers to drunk driving. In terms of the intentionality involved,
we could extend further the idea of wilful, avoidable action to all sorts of criminally
negligent behaviour
through speeding to driving while tired, and on to official
15
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transport policy - should we decide that it is causally linked to more crashes.
The official definition of an accident excludes damage-only accidents, those
with no known human casualties, and those which do not become known to the
The vast
police or become known only 30 days or more after their

rr8

of what lay people would call
"accidents" or "crashes" thus become virtually invisible in the official la ii

majority - between 80 and 95 per cent

RTAs (Road Traffic Accidents) or PIAs (Personal Injury Accidents) are what the
DTp, local councils and the road safety lobby are concerned about, not car crashes
orwhat lay people may call accidents. The only statistical indicator ofsuch crashes
comes from published returns on insurance claims. This indicator has its defects;
there is no substantial body of published research available to show how or why

different vehicle owners make their claims. Yet in terms of presenting the
statistician with particularly large numbers, better suited for statistical analysis,
insurance returns would appear to be a vety important source of information to
assess the level of danger on the roads. However, in the 100-plus pages of RAGB
1990 only one table and one-third of a page of text are devoted to this indicator.
Indeed, before 1987 (RAGB 1986),'° there was no publication of aggregated insurance claim figures, and those published cover only the years 198 1-86.
The figure for the total number of claims made increased by no less than 61 per

cent, with the average claim per mile travelled increasing by 36 per cent, in the
period 1981-89 as Figure 1 shows. A public perception of an increase in the number

of crashes and therefore less safety in the road environment - informed by the
sight of dented vehicles and carpets of broken glass on the streets - would be
supported by a more prominent degree of attention paid to figures such as these,
rather than the dominant picture of "improvement".
B. "Injuries" and "deaths"

Casualties produced by accidents are graded as "fatal", "serious" or "slight"
injuries. "Deaths" are those deaths that take place within 30 days of the accident.
Those that occur after this period are "serious injuries". Slight injuries are those "of
a minor character, such as a sprain, bruise or cut which are not judged to be severe,
or slight shock requiring roadside treatment." Serious injuries are those
for which a person is detained in hospital as an 'in-patient', or any of the
following injuries whether or not he is detained in hospital: fractures, concussion, internal injuries, crushings, severe cuts and lacerations, severe general

shock requiring medical treatment, injuries causing death 30 or more days
after the accident. An injured casualty is coded as seriously or slightly injured
by the police on the basis of information available within a short time of the
accident. This generally will not include the results of a medical examination,
but may include the fact of being detained in hospital, the reasons for which
may vary somewhat from area to area."
RoadAccidents Great Britain.
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The numbers ofcasualties reported in the official statistics as being slightly or
seriously injured bear a significantly inaccurate and unreliable relationship to
those people who actually do fall into these categories. Leaving aside those accidents where there is no legal requirement to report to the police, a proportion of
officially defined accident (RTA) casualties decide not to report to the police
because of the chances of prosecution for road traffic offences, or because of the
inconvenience to themselves or others. Hospital staff or doctors who treat them do
not necessarily report to form fillers unless requested by police.
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Three major studies of pedal cycle casualties, for example, which compared
respechospital admissions with data from Stats 1 9 forms, showed that most
tively 83,65 and 60 per cent of those in the "seriously injured" category are not
recorded on Stats 19.12 For the purposes of statistical analysis it does not necessarily

matter if a proportion (even a large one) is unreported, provided its size is known
or, even if unknown, seen to remain consistent. But when there is such a degree of
variation as is indicated in these surveys, meaningful analysis becomes difficult.
Analysis becomes even trickier if we estimate that the possible level of underreporting may be much lower. One smaller pilot study indicates a much lower level
of under-reporting with as few as 35 per cent unreported for all casualties, and only
10 per cent missed for serious injuries.'3

Even when casualties are recorded, the data

produced by medically

may be wrongly recorded. The level of injury may
unqualified police officers
be improperly recorded, with superficial injuries involving loss of blood recorded
as more severe than those involving significant internal injuries. One study that

compared data from general practitioners with police records showed factual
discrepancies in four out of five cases)5 A British Medical Association memorandum states:
The existing definitions on which records are based are misleading. Only one
in four casualties classified as seriously injured are, in fact, seriously injured
and many of those classified as slightly injured are, in fact, seriously injured.
The existing definition of 'seriously injured' covers everything from a broken
finger to total paralysis and to death occurring more than 30 days after the
accident. Within these unsatisfactory definitions there is widespread underreporting and misreporting of casualties and the distribution of these errors
varies widely between different categories of road user."
So even if the casualties were reported at a reliable and/or known level (which
they are not), and were correctly allocated to the appropriate categories (which they
even on the part of the road safety lobby itself
are not), doubts would remain

about the desirability of using these categories. For example, it appears that a
"serious injury" to a motorcyclist is more likely to lead to a severe or very severe
disability than one affecting other road users.'7

C. "Accident/casualty rates"
With talk of "rates" we at last approach the question of chances of injury.
The first problem is what kind of denominator do we want? Are we interested
in casualties per journey, per mile travelled or per minute travelled? Then other

relevant questions can be asked. Is there a significant variation in chances
according to weather conditions, hours of darkness, or region? And what kind of
accidents/casualties record do different kinds of people have, on different kinds of
road, using different modes of transport? In the following discussion it should be

remembered that the evidence referred to involves numbers of accidents and
casualties of different seventies, about which, as already pointed out, we have very
18
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limited and flawed information.
(i) By kind of road

Official statistics are broken down by type of road: A-roads, B-roads, unclassified,
motorways; and by whether they are in built-up (BU) ornon-built-up (NBU) areas.
It is useful to have an idea ofthe relative rates ofaccident/casualty if, for example,
the choice is being made about whether to make a journey by motorway or other
roads. But it is not as simple as that.
Consider the record of A-roads in built-up areas (with speed limits of 40 mph
or less), compared with non-built-up area A-mads with higher speed limits. For

every vehicle mile travelled on the built-up road, the car user has a three times
higher chance ofbecoming involved in a reported road traffic accident than on the
non-built-up road)8 However, it would not be surprising if crashes on the faster
roads were to occur at higher speed, being therefore more likely to produce a
fatality. Sure enough, comparing fatalities shows that the chances of a car user
dying on a non-built-up area road per mile travelled are twice as high as on the builtup road. Which type of road has the better record? Would you rather have ajoumey

which gives you a better chance per mile travelled (although not necessarily per
journey, as journeys in rural areas may be longer) of avoiding becoming a casualty,
but a worse one of dying?
This is not simply a question for the prospective car user. The statistician and

the traffic engineer concerned with road safety are keen to support accidentreducing measures. There is a tendency to deal with larger numbers, as it is easier
to perform statistical analyses on them. A problem with official accident statistics

is that the class of numbers preferred - since insurance claims are not used - is
either "accidents" or "(serious) injuries", rather than the smaller number of deaths.
As pointed out above, the former categories, which are more "statistician friendly",
are far less accurate and reliable than the latter category. In the context of treating
an accident "black spot" on remote country roads, where, in general, there are few
accidents and even fewer deaths, there is an attraction in instituting measures which
appear to reduce accidents and casualties but may have no beneficial effect (or may
even have an adverse one) on the death rate. The changes in injury accidents may
be what statisticians call "statistically significant"; but even with an increase in the
death rate, the numbers will not be sufficiently large for proper statistical analysis
to be performed.
An engineering treatment of a "black spot" or the redesign of a junction might

involve exactly the kind of measure, such as a longer sight line, which leads to
higher driving speeds. Such measures typify the difference between the two types
of road being considered: one with higher speeds and fewer accidents per mile, but
more serious ones; the other with lower speeds and more frequent but less serious
accidents. Here another consideration arises, namely the fate of vulnerable road
users outside cars.
Pedestrians are about 16 times more likely to be injured per vehicle mile on a
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BU rather than a NBU road, but only 3.5 times more likely to be killed. The
denominator used motor vehicle mile reflects the traditional bias of interest
towards motor vehicle travel rather than vulnerable-road-user travel. If there were
a measure ofpedestrian traffic allowing comparison between the two types of road,
and it appeared that pedestrian traffic were more than 3.7 times higher on BU than
then the chances for
which is more than a strong probability
NBU roads
pedestrians of being killed on NBU roads are worse. With cyclists, where an index
of exposure does exist, the chances of serious injury are about the same, while the
chances of death are some four times greater on non-built-up A roads. In other
words, a road which appears to have a better record for pedestrians actually has a
worse one when the more serious casualities (the ones more accurately known
about) and a measure of exposure are considered.
This is one way of building discrimination into presentation of the figures. A
rosy picture is painted of fasterroads by selecting vehicle mileage as the denominator,

and by choosing serious injuries rather than fatalities. This is exemplified in the
official view of motorways.
In its guidelines for road safety policy into the next century, the Dip reassures
us that motorways have "a generally superior record to other types of road", and
that motorways are "eight times safer than other roads")9 In fact, as is shown in
Chapter 13, the chances of a car occupant being killed or seriously hurt per hour
travelled on a British motorway are respectively either greater than or the same as
on a typical urban road.
(ii) By mode of transport

Assessing the chances of being hurt for different modes of transport involves
accident and casualty data,
considering all the questions looked at so far
breakdown of data according to relevant variables such as type of road, as well as
age of casualty, time of day, and soon. In addition, we have to considerthe question
of the journey.
As an illustration of the use of the journey as a measure of exposure, consider
the experience of users of different modes in London:
If you compare the casualty rates by vehicle type per distance travelled, with
the car as a unit of one, then walking has a comparative rate of 3.1, cycling has
a comparative rate 8.9, motorcycling... 31. If we look at trips, because obviously trips are the important thing, walking actually becomes safer than cars,
cycling is down to 1.3, almost on parity with cars, and motorcycling is down to
13.6.20

J Brownfield,former Head of Road Safety at the GLC.

To take more recent figures, with killed car users at a unit of one, we have
comparative figures per distance travelled of 15.6 for walking, 12.8 for cycling and
26.2 for motorcyclists.21 These are national figures and are different for reported
injuries of different kinds, which might of course be of different levels of severity
within each category, on different kinds of road, at different times of day and in
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different weather conditions.
Another problem, considered below, is the breakdown among casualties by
age. Children and elderly people subjected to the same kind of impact are more
likely to die than less frail young men so one would expect people in these age
groups to be more likely to end up in the most accurate and reliable category, that
offatality. We therefore need to have a breakdown ofexposure and casualty levels
by age. This leads us into a difficult problem. When disaggregation of this nature
occurs with the small cohorts (statistical groups) typical offatality figureswhich
are already small with a group like cyclists - one is left with numbers which are
too small to make statistical sense of.
There is an important prior problem. Rates by mile orjoumey include a measure
of exposure. This means that we need to know how many miles and journeys, and
preferably where and when, are made by people using different modes (and, if

possible, the figures for different ages and other characteristics which may be
relevant to a propensity to end up in road traffic accidents). These measures of
exposure exist in a moderately accurate form for car mileage, less well for

motorcyclists, poorly for cyclists and - most important - hardly at all for
pedestrians.
Disability may be important from the point of view of survival chances in
crashes. It is certainly important in terms of affecting the ability to walk in safety.
Some 14 per cent of adults (6.2 million people) have some kind of disability, For
the purpose of the gathering of accident statistics, or inclusion in the National
Travel Survey, people with disabilities do not appear as a specific category at all.
Pedestrians

The official attitude to the most basic form of transport is summed up in the first
paragraph of the three pages (out of 87) devoted to walking in the DTp's National
Travel Survey (NTS): "Elsewhere in this report we generally ignore all journeys

under one mile. Al-

:1n1

though they accounted
for only 2.4 per cent of

total travel mileage,
they represented, however, a thi rd of the total

f all journeys over 50
yards were included"
(my emphasis).n Another official statistical

handbook, Social
Trends, deals exclusively with powered
travel in the transport .,
section, with walking
only appearing under
"Leisure".24

Biokeii pair1g ..Iones, frequently caused by parked
cars, are a significant source of pedestrian accidents
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In fact, this limited consideration given to pedestrians is an improvement on the
otherwise virtually total neglect of pedestrian travel. Until RAGB 1987, where the
results ofNTS 1985-86 are used, pedestrian exposure was considered only in terms
of the overall number of people in the country, and irrespective of the number and

length of pedestrian journeys. While the population has increased in size this
century, the increase in journeys made by car and other forms of transport must
have had an impact on the amount ofwalking done, yet this has not been taken into
account until very recently. Even the rough count of pedestrian mileage is highly
limited; any reasonable measure of exposure would refer to the amount of crossing

as is
of roads with different widths, traffic flows, speeds, and so on. Also
admitted in RAGB 1987, basing information on NTS - a periodic study with
differences in definition and methodology between surveys, makes it impossible
to construct a time series (an analysis of change over time) of average distances
walked.25

Accidents to pedestrians appear to be under-reported to a large extent. Some 20
per cent of people have an accident as a pedestrian at some time in their life.26
Cyclists

The problems associated with non-reporting and misreporting of casualties, the
inadequacy of the casualty categories and the doubt about when injuries should be
reported have been mentioned. The small size of the reliable figures (fatalities)
makes it difficult to carry out appropriate breakdowns. With exposure levels, we
have the additional problem that until 1987 no estimate was provided of the number
of cyclists in Britain.27 The counts of bicycles carried out by the DTp suffer from
lack of inclusionby automatic ormanual counting methods, and arenot disaggregated
by the important variable of child/adult.
Motorcyclists
Despite knowing for some thirty years20 that motorcyclist experience is a relevant
variable for explaining accident involvement, and the ease with which it could be
added to Stats 19 data, it is not included.29 The pattern of motorcycle use, and in a

more complex way casualty and accident involvement rates, probably varies
according to engine size.30 This, along with age and travel done at night, is a variable
not included with mileage counts. The usual problems of under-reporting exist
a recent survey indicates that 35 per cent of casualties defined as serious, and 70
per cent of slightly injured two-wheeled motor vehicle riders, are not reported on
Stats 19 forms.3'
Car occupants

Motor vehicle mileage is easier than that of other road users to measure by
automatic means. The main reason for an adequate index of motor vehicle, and
more particularly car, mileage is, however, the role that these figures can play in

supporting demand for road building. Given the massive funds available for
supporting Britain's road system, and the technical sophistication of cost-benefit
and other computer models used, a great deal more work on the accident record of
different kinds of car could be done. It would, for example, be useful to investigate
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whether the drivers of company cars or more "crashworthy" cars (a car which is
constructed in order to increase the protection to those inside it in the event of a
crash) are more likely to get into accidents. At present it would not be convenient
for the road safety industry to show that more crashworthy cars are more ofa threat
to those outside them,32 or for the DTp to produce evidence suggesting safety
disbenefits from policies giving additional subsidies to car use. I suggest that this
is why research is not officially supported in these areas, or the necessary data
created to facilitate it.
Car mileage also has another significance. The massive increase in car mileage
is never referred to as a contributory factor in road traffic accidents, still less as a
variable which should be restricted. However, whenever it comes to claims that
"the problem", or "road safety" is "getting better", or "being solved", the massive
increase in carmileage is quoted. (In fact, the relationship between increases in car
mileage and casualty trends does not, for reasons examined in Chapter 2, suggest
that there will tend to be anything like an equal increase in the number of overall
casualties).33 Changes in gross estimated casualties are regularly compared to other
estimates for casualties at previous times (a comparison between numbers representing two quite different social phenomena) in the official statistics, with an
unwarranted implication of improvement. Sometimes this particular denominator
vehicle mileage - is not even clearly referred to as the basis for the accident
casualty rate, let alone properly argued for.
An aside - Safety for whom?

Discussion about accident/casualty rates raises a question of central importance to
this book and to any understanding of the official ideology of "road safety". This
is the question of what we mean by the term "safe"?
There is an ease
hardly questioned, as are most of the background assumptions of everyday life with which the two different meanings of the word "safe"
are abused and distorted. These meanings are the transitive and the intransitive: "safe"
as in not posin' g a threat or danger to others (transitive); or as in being in a situation

or position not exposed to danger or threat from others (intransitive). Thus the
extent to which a form of transport is "dangerous" can be understood as the extent
to which the person using it is at risk from others, how hazardous it is (the

intransitive sense); or as how much of a danger the person poses to others
(transitive). This is not merely an abstract or semantic pointit can reveal the way
particular road user groups are laden with, or exonerated from, the burden of being
perceived or defined as a problem.
Consider the discussion of the "safety" of walking as described in the official
statistics: "Pedestrian travel is roughly comparable to pedal cyclists in terms of the
overall fatality rate, and is considerably safer than travelling by motorcycle. On the
other hand, travelling by car or bus is much safer than walking."35 Take that last
phrase: "travelling by car or bus is much safer than walking". Safer for whom?
Leaving aside questions of which rate (per journey or mile travelled?), and the
problems involved in disaggregating by age, and so on, consider the meaning of
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fatality rate as a measure of "safety" for other road users. Nowadays the number
of other road users killed annually in crashes where pedestrians are involved only

just (if at all) reaches double figures, whereas about 1,500 pedestrians die in
accidents where other road users are involved. In the case of cars, which the above
quote assures us are "safer", in 1990 three users are killed in accidents involving
pedestrians, with 1,014 pedestrians killed in accidents involving cars. Most of us
know that the threat from pedestrians, in whatever mode of transport we use, is far
less than that from cars.

(iii) Rate by type or category of person
Accident/casualty rates cannot be assessed for different modes on different roads

without taking into account the likelihood of different kinds of people getting
involved in accidents, whatever the mode or location. The most common way of
separating this factor is by age.
(a) Age

Children, forexample, may have less ofthe skills andexperience required to avoid
an accident than adults. This means that comparison of chances of dying between
walking and cycling, on the one hand, and driving, on the other, should ideally be
made with the over-17-year-old groups of cyclists and pedestrians.
Younger motorists, in the under-25 and more specifically under-21 age groups,

appear to have particularly high reported accident and casualty rates, due to
inexperience and/or to a higher level of risk-taking on the part of people of this age.

Above the age of 75, the rate of reported accidents and casualties increases,
presumably due to disabilities associated with advanced age.37
The age factor is particularly relevant with vulnerable road user groups such as
pedestrians and cyclists. When an accident occurs, the greater frailty of the very old
or very young means that they are more likely to become reported as fatalities, and
to appear on the most reliable and accurate of the indicators of casualties. An
increase may occur in the number of cyclists killed in a year, for example, despite
the same amount of cycling being done in identical conditions - if the proportion
of cyclists who are very young or old increases, one would expect the number of
fatalities to increase.
There are therefore two age factors to remember. The persistent tendency of
young motorists to be more likely to be involved in crashes is the first - one of the
few universally agreed upon road safety statistical facts. Since it is not just related
to lack of driving experience,38 it must be a product of higher risk-taking at younger
ages. The other factor is the greater likelihood of the more vulnerable to appear in
statistics once crashes have occurred.
(b) Gender

This is not a significant variable for most professional road safety analysts.
However, it constantly appears in conversation among lay people. As in many
areas of road safety, prejudices and ideology from other areas of life are allowed
to determine discussion.
The available data for Britain indicates that women, with the exception of the
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youngest age groups, tend to be more likely than men to be involved and killed or
hurt in accidents per mile travelled.39 This tends to disagree with the American
experience.40 This data needs to be disaggregated further: men are more likely to
travel on non-built-up-area roads with their different reported casualty and fatality
rates; we do not know whether there is a differential of tendency to report, or of the
kind of journey made, or of other variables such as vehicle size and time of day
travelled.

However, much discussion about the difference between male and female
drivers is limited to the attribution of vague characteristics. Such discussion avoids

consideration of the individual's potential to hurt others and concentrates on
driving "etiquette". Categorising "bad" drivers is in general a useful way of
fudging issues of danger and creating categories of deviants who can be scapegoated

for their antisocial behaviour.
The "other driver"

What is dangerous driving? I have a tendency to believe that everyone's
driving is dangerous, except my own.42
George Bernard Shaw.

The tendency to blame others for accidents is well known. A recent British survey

of motorists found that 40 per cent of the sample rated the overall standard of
driving as bad, with just two per cent claiming that they were bad drivers; 24 per
cent rated the overall standard of driving as good, with 75 percent thinking that they
were good.43 A survey of motorway drivers found that, on a scale of one (poor) to
five (good), they rated themselves with an above average mean score of 3.9, with

other drivers being rated with a mean score of 2.7.« Motorists' tendency to see
themselves as better than other motorists is one of the stable features of discussion
on road safety.45
This puts the question of isolating deviant groups into context. The legitimate

purpose of road safety professionals in isolating deviant groups is eroded if the
tendency for the rest of us to give ourselves a self-congratulatory pat on the back
is reinforced by our readiness to distance ourselves from responsibility. The wider
initiatives which might be pursued, involving fundamental changes in transport
policy, can also be shifted from the focus of debate while specific target groups are
isolated.

In the tendency to blame others more than ourselves, "badness" may be a
reference to some features of driving behaviour which the individual genuinely
regards as accident-causing and tries to avoid. But it might miss other accidentcausing behaviour that the same individual engages in.
There is a more fundamental point. However misguided or unjust, subjective

ideas about the cause of accidents may contradict objective ideas as to what
constitutes "bad" or "dangerous" behaviour. After all, if all the "other drivers"
were to behave according to the wishes of the individual driver concerned or,
better still, disappear from the road altogether, along with other road users and
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those physical features which are considered undesirable - accidents would
presumably not happen. (The motorists' unique manner of attributing blame is
discussed in Chapter 15.)
Are particular deviant groups more likely to be involved in accidents? While
some groups of drivers are particularly accident prone in terms of above-average
frequency ofaccidents forthe relevantvariables ofage, type ofroad,and so on, they
appear to be in a small minority. While isolating people who appear to be two or
three times more likely than average to get into accidents could be possible, most
accidents are caused by people who are "normal but fallible".
Isolating particularminority groups is an absolutely classic way of maintaining
it is
the status quo by refusing to identify problems as being closer to home
always easier to criticise small groups than to generate and support the much more
necessary self-criticism.47
Other categories might be considered. For example, approximately a million
motorists are unable to pass the existing eyesight test - itself criticised as out of
date and capable of being passed by people registered as blind - and about twice
this numberhave inadequate visual ability.48 Important as it is to examine this issue,
however, and to consider official negligence of it, it can divert attention from more
important questions involved in "seeing" other road users.49
At the time of writing, the latest problem group to be identified is people with
nightime breathing difficulties (snorers) whose health problem results in daytime
fatigue allegedly leading to an increase in likelihood of crashing by a factor of six.

50

Different people display differing tendencies to behave safely in the road
environment - their characteristics are those of certain states of mind that many
of us have or display at various times in our lives.
(iv) Rate by states of mind

The main variable referred to here in official statistics is driving while under the
influence of alcohol. However, while this is often narrowed down by age, the
amount of drinking and driving, let alone on what roads, and soon, is more difficult

to ascertain and therefore missing from many official statistics. Very little is
actually formally stated about other states of mind which one can assume are
related to proneness to accidents, such as fatigue, let alone more general questions

of inadequate vigilance and alertness. Fatigue is admitted to by a substantial
number of drivers, and in one of the few estimates, 20 per cent of motorway crashes
are supposed to be related to drivers falling asleep at the wheel. These figures are

not to be found in the official statistics.5'
As with looking at types of person, the danger is that different types of expert
can be brought in to develop their own field of interest, sometimes in competition
with other professionals. Wider issues of danger will be avoided. How various
kinds of fallible human being with various kinds of fallible state of mind come to

be in a position of danger to others, and why they are not prevented from
endangering others, becomes less likely to arrive on the public policy agenda.

26

1. PLAYING IT BY NUMBERS

Rate according to weather conditions
One might intuitively assume that darkness, slippery road surfaces and inclement
weather would make imore difficult to move safely on the road. To see if this is
the case, and to hold these variables constant while considering the others referred
to above, it is necessary to have the relevant data. This is listed in Tables 14, 15,
27 and 28 of RAGB. However, while the darkness/lightness, road conditions and
weather conditions are all given, along with the differences in road user groups
reported as being in accidents in the different conditions, this is not linked to the
distance travelled by the road user groups in the conditions listed. In other words,
these factors are not related to a proper measure of exposure for the road users who
might be affected by them.
So if we take the most obvious feature - namely lighting we see that there
(y)

has been a slight but definite decline in the proportion of RTAs occurring in
darkness in the ten years up till 1988. According to the official statistics, "There are
a number of reasons for the fall in the number of accidents in darkness. It may be
due to a decline in the distance driven at night, but unfortunately, there is no traffic
data to indicate whether this is the case." (My emphasis).52
Ice

In icy conditions we have to consider factors such as a reduction in traffic caused
by the conditions. Slower speeds tend to result in a change in the proportion of
crashes resulting in less serious injuries, once again raising the question of the
relative importance of different levels of severity of injury.53 It also indicates that
motorists have more capacity to adapt to external changes - if they have to than
some might think.
Fog

Motorway crashes in fog have become something of a staple media highlight of
road crashes. In fact, the proportion of casualties occurring in fog is tiny. Of the
limited work available55 it appears that on roads in general while crash and slight
injury rates per unit of traffic may go up, the fatal and serious recorded rates stay
the same.

The picture is slightly different on motorways, where crashes are more
dramatic. Nevertheless, there may still have been adaptation to more severe
conditions by motorists not making journeys. Again, it may be the case that the
most obvious feature of difficult weather conditions is just how well motorists can

adapt to them. And, despite the media attention and the prospect of special
psychological tests to study perception in foggy conditions, driving too fast for the
conditions is likely to be not far less relevant in much of the vast majority of crashes
that have nothing whatsoever to do with fog.

The myth of a good record
Official statistics are used to present two related myths: that Britain has a better

accident record than other European countries, and that this record has been
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steadily improving. These myths are used to show that the practice of the
Department of Transport, which also happens to be in charge of the production of
official road traffic accident statistics, is correct. The situation is slightly selfcontradictory in that the complacency that accompanies these myths erodes the

basis for more intervention. Yet, since most of the intervention consists of
advocating a continuation of the tradition which has led to such a supposedly good
namely increasing motoriatlon, road building, lack of support
state of affairs
for benign modes of transport and low public transport investment the myths
serve their purpose.

As we shall see in Chapter Two, a good accident record may not be a good
indication ofthe levels ofdanger that existfor road users - but for the time being
we can show that even in its own terms the idea that "we" have a good accident
record is flawed.
The UK and Europe
The UK has fewer road deaths per head of the population than any other European
Community country.56 This is the basis for the claims that "we" have a good record.

However, this can be explained by the low rate of deaths for car occupants,
coexisting with a particularly high rate for other groups:
Moped and motorcyclist deaths per number of two-wheel motor vehicles
(TWMVs) are one-third higher than the EC average. Out of 21 countries
in the EC and elsewhere in Europe, only four have worse records.57 (Most

of the crashes involving motorcyclists and other vehicles leading to
hospital admission are legally the fault of other motor vehicle

drivers).58

Pedestrian fatalities per head of the population are only significantly
Greece,
worse in three out of 12 EC countries.59 These countries
Portugal and Spain - are at relatively early stages of motorisation
compared with the rest of the EC and increasing car use levels rapidly.
Both these characteristics are historically those of societies with high
pedestrian deaths per head of population. In contrast to the UK, other
European countries, such as Denmark, the Netherlands and West Germany,

have made significant efforts to reduce the danger to pedestrians by
traffic calming and speed-reducing schemes.
Cyclist deaths per head of the population are lower in the UK than in most
other EC countries.60 But this is basically because a smaller proportion of
journeys are made by bicycle; per mile orjoumey travelled, many of these
otherEC countries (such as Denmark and the Netherlands) have far lower
rates. In terms of the percentage reduction in cyclist deaths between 1977

and 1987, only two out of 20 European countries have worse records.6'
While there is some doubt about exactly what a "pro-cycling" transport

28

1. PLAYING IT BY NUMBERS

policy would ,62 the major study on policy and provision for cyclists in
Europe puts Britain in the worst offour categories ofthe eleven countries
surveyed.63

Other statistics can be quoted. A recent study comparing Britain with the
Netherlands and Sweden fmds that reported casualties per kilometre travelled are
some three times higher among pedestrians and ten times higher among cyclists in
Britain. Even with car users, the decline in deaths per vehicle mile travelled
between 1977 and 1987 is only average for the rest of Europe. Britain's supposedly good record is made up of a majority of non-car-users, who, per mile

travelled (or per head of population for pedestrians, as their other index of
exposure), have significantly worse records than most of Europe. These non-carusers then are particularly vulnerable; so that even if their chances of being killed
were to be reduced, if there were more of them about, the overall deaths per head
of the population could well be higher. As far as individuals' chances of being
killed are concerned, the position would be better, but for the compilers of official
statistics the "accident record" would be worse.
Britain lags behind other EC countries in terms of providing support for the
modes of transport which are the least dangerous both for those using them and for
others that is to say travel by train and, to a lesser extent, by bus and coach. From
1975 to 1985, bus and coach travel decreased more sharply in Britain than in any
other European country. The share of road transport occupied by private motor
vehicles, the most dangerous mode to others, is higher in Britain than in 11 of 15
other countries surveyed in Europe. Out of 13 countries presenting figures on
freight, only one lifted, and four moved, a higher proportion of freight by road. 67
Rail investment as a proportion of operating expenditure is lower in the UK than
in any other European country presenting figures. In 1986 a study showed that

government support per train kilometre was two or three times lower than in
Denmark, France, the Netherlands and West Germany. In terms of the share of
GDP devoted to railway financing, Britain is the lowest in the European Community.70

Chapter 2 indicates that on more densely trafficked roads, whether because of

lower vehicle speeds, or because of greater awareness of the possibilities of
conflict, the chances of death are probably lower than they would be otherwise. To
put it more technically, congestion intensity (as one factor involved in accident
causation) appears to have minimising effects on crash severity and/or likelihood.
The UK, or particularly England, is characterised by high population density. So

fatal crashes are less likely anyway. It may dent national motorist pride, but
features such as the twice as high number of road accident fatalities (which has
changed little over time) in more sparsely populated France, may be more due to
geography than anything else.
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Change over time: getting better or worse?
Year

Population
(millions)

Pedestrians

Total

killed

road casualties

2 3

3,722

178,000

Licensed
vehicles
(millions)

1930

44 6

1960

509

94

2,708

341,000

1990

55.8

23 3

1,694

336,000

The table71 might suggest grounds for optimism. Despite an increase in the
number of people available to be hurt, and a massive rise in the number of vehicles

there to hurt them, the number of pedestrians killed has decreased. There is a
negative side; the number reported as injured has doubled. This might reflect
changes in recording procedures. It may, however, also reflect the changes in
medical care which mean that many of those who died pre-war could have been
saved by contemporary treatment methods. At present it is customary to argue that
trauma centres and other forms of post-accident care could save some 20 to 30 per
cent of all accident deaths.72 This would be a continuation of changes in treatment
which have occurred over the last sixty years. So although there are no estimates

of how much the reduction in lives lost may be due to differences in medical
intervention, initial optimism concerning the activities of the road safety lobby and
the motoring public appears less well founded.
But there are other quite different grounds for being less happy. Anybody who
remembers life in Britain 30 or6O years ago will have memories of children playing
in streets, of elderly or disabled people being able to cross roads and of pedestrians

simply exercising their freedom more. With fewer journeys made by car, people
were more likely to walk. There are no adequate figures on pedestrian exposure,
but it seems reasonable to suggest that there were far more pedestrian trips and road
crossings and more time simply spent in the street. We must conclude that the
per journey, per mile walked or per hour
chances of pedestrians being killed
spent crossing the road - have probably increased.
One way to show this is to look at changes in the fatality rate (per head of
population) for children in the 10-14 age group of a much more recent period.
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Because these children are less likely to have changed their behaviour as much as
younger children have (with increasing parental car ownership and pressure to

avoid increasing danger on the roads), they are an important indicator of the
pedestrian experience. Looking at this group of children who have continued to
behave as children always have, we fmd that between 1955 and 1990 their chances
of dying on the road nearly doubled.73
Similarly with cyclists. In 1988 the lowest number of fatalities among cyclists
since records began was recorded, yet the chances of dying per mile cycled appear
to have doubled since the early 1950s.74 Of course, the absence of a reliable traffic
index for cyclists means that precise figures are not available. Estimates of the
amount of cycling going on change.
In 1989 the cyclist casualty rates for the year 1987 were officially re-calculated

on the basis of a higher estimate for the amount of cycling in that year. The
consequent reduction in the 1987 cyclist casualty rate was by no less than 32 per
cent.75 There is no evidence that this has happened because cyclists have become
less alert or careful; on the contrary, given the massive increase in danger from four
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to five times more vehicles, and the increased number of crashes, cyclists must on
average have become more careful to suffer only a doubling of their death rate.

Evidence of the increasing number of crashes comes from the relatively short
period of 1981-89. When insurance claims from motorists and motorcyclists, who

were mainly hitting each other or stationary objects, increased by some 61 per
In terms of responsibility, the most recent study finds that cyclists were the
least likely of all road user groups to be at fault in an accident (in 27 per cent of

cent.76

cases) in which they were involved.77 This backs up all the other studies of respon-

sibility, which allocate a minority of responsibility to adult cyclists in crashes
where they are involved. Cyclists, it would seem, are a lot less blameworthy than
prejudice against them suggests.

Conclusion: who counts ¡n the numbers game?
On 13 July, 1989 the Government issued two press releases based on DTp figures.

The reason for the difference in message can be attributed to different sections

of the Dip bureaucracy deciding to give a different slant on the same piece of
information. As should now be clear, there is no necessary conflict between the two
headlines, and indeed there was none.
Right from the assumption that "the road safety problem" can be indicated in

terms of the size of the overall number of casualties or fatalities, a pernicious
process is started. It presents an image of progressalthough, for vulnerable road
users, even if safety is measured in terms of a fatality rate, life has got worse and
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is often worse than in othercountries which are made to appear "worse". Even moie

insidious, official statistics present "the problem" as something "out there",
divorced from the responsibilities of the road user.
This process of supporting an increasingly motorised transport system

one

increasingly dangerous to vulnerable road users, if not to all - is bolstered by
selective use of figures on the motorway accident record. Similarly, the use of
"serious injuries" figures (and other measures) in preference to fatalities supports
a favourable view ofbuilding or "improving" roads in ways which are discriminatory to the vulnerable.
The potential to hurt others is confused with the potential to be hurt. Most of
the particularly vulnerable happen also to be less dangerous to others; and most of
the dangerous happen to be relatively invulnerable. This fact, with all its moral and
political connotations, is invisible.
Thus, when people are informed that the road user group they belong to has a
"good" record, they tend to express a feeling of relief or even pride; their own
responsibility is absent. Equally, the fact that a bad record may occur because of
the dangers imposed by others also tends to be accepted as an unalterable fact.
In 1992, the Secretary of State for Transport, Malcolm Rifkind, commented on
the gross reduction in deaths and reported "serious injuries" on Britain's roads by
calling:
This continuing decline.., a tribute to the motoring public and the quality of
their driving."
This at a time when there had been a steady increase in crashes and the chances
of pedestrians and cyclists being killed, and where, if anybody was to be credited,
it would be these road users, not motorists. Ultimately, despite evasive action being

taken, the vulnerable will be unable to escape danger as long as there are still
motorists. This could explain a particularly high child pedestrian fatality rate
(measured by head of the population as no other figures exist) compared to Europe.
Questioned about this Mr Rifkind offers the explanation:

It may be that more children are allowed out unaccompanied - young
children who make their, own way to school... whereas in many Continental
countries they are maybe more likely to be accompanied by a parent..."
Yet research partially funded by his own department and published that year

the first of its kind seriously to assess the changing travel patterns of British
children
showed not only a massive decline in independent school trips by
children in the previous twenty years, but also far less freedom for children to cross
roads independently than in a West German comparison. ° When this was pointed
out to the DTp's Head of Road Safety Division, his response was to suggest, on the

basis of his daughter's Italian holiday experience, that the Secretary of State's
guess was more accurate than the serious research.
Much of the transformation in that motorist behaviour which did change was
81

due to a factor politicians would rather not mention, namely a decline in economic
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Pedal cars and pigeons in 60s Manchester before danger from increasing traffic deared the streets

perfonnance. Or to a factor like increasing congestion intensity producing spontaneous road user behavioural change (and which motorists generally regard as a

problem). Congratulating all motorists on their driving behaviour is always
dangerous, doing so when there is a continuation in a mounting trend of crashes is
particularly so.
The business of defining problems, then, works subtly on the basis of hidden
assumptions which acquire an increasingly unquestioned authority. "Accident
reduction", as presently understood by the road safety lobby, is an inadequate
approach to reducing the safety problems of road users, particularly if an equitable
approach for vulnerable users is properly considered. It may even be just plain
wrong. Chapter 2 uses the most reliable figures (for fatalities) to show what has
happened in countries that have been motorised. It reveals some challenging data
about the road safety industry's interventions and asks whether human beings have
a right to "be safe". These questions push our consideration of the appropriateness
of the statistics even further do they, in fact, try to measure the right thing in the
first place?

34

2.
A question of adaptation
compensation

-

risk

WHATCOULDBEMOREDANGEROUS than announcing that asfrom tomorrow
all traffic will drive on the other side of the road? It happened in Sweden in 1967
and the number of accident casualties fell dramatically.
If cars are marketed as "safe" or "crash-worthy" then should we be surprised
if drivers become complacent and drive with less care? The drastic turn-around
when the rule of the road itself was changed meant that,for a time, drivers had to
sit up, open their eyes and drive more carefully.

+++
Everything that is supposed to produce more danger in fact produces more
safety and.., everything that is supposed to produce more safety produces
more danger... Better roads, better sight lines, fewer bends and blind corners,
less traffic, better lighting, better visibility, better weather conditions - all
these that are supposed to make for greater safety in fact make greater danger.
Worse roads, worse surfaces, etc... make for greater safety... because every
'non-restrictive' safety measure, however admirable in itself, is treated by the
drivers as an opportunity for more speeding, so that the net amount of danger
is increased... In trying to end the motor slaughter we are perpetually chasing
afactor we never catch. It is a problem we cannot solve because X changes with
every attempt at a solution (my emphasis).
JS Dean, Chairman of the Pedestrians Association for Road Safety, 1947.'

It is true that 7,000 people are killed in motor accidents, but it is not always
going on like that. People are getting used to the new conditions... No doubt
many of the old Members of the House will recollect the numbers of chickens
we killed in the old days. We used to come back with the radiator stuffed with
feathers. It was the same with dogs. Dogs get out of the way of motor cars
nowadays and you never kill one. There is education even in the lower animals.
These things will right themselves.
Lieut-ColJTCMoore-Brabazon, MP, later to become Minister of Transport, speaking against
the 1934 Road TrafficBill because itintroduceda driving tes:formotoristsanda3Omphspeed
limit in towns.2
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These quotations are from opposite sides of the struggle for power on the roads.
Apart from their disagreement about the freedom that motorists should have to
endanger others, there is another important difference. One side, despite protesting
that it was being victimised, was in the process of winning more freedom, and the
other was losing it. Moore-Brabazon's voice is one of wounded indignation on
behalf of a threatened minority; in the debate he was to complain: "Over 6,000
In fact
people commit suicide every year, and nobody makes a fuss about
there was great public anger at the danger posed by the less than 1.5 million private
motorists in Britain. But Moore-Brabazon's protests - for example, that the Bill
was unfair because it had been drawn up by a non-motorist - were unnecessary.
The restrictions on motorists were minimal; motorist power was on the increase.
Dean's worries for the future were better founded. Not only were the restrictions on motorists in the 1935 Act minimal; to the extent that an illusion of control
had been created, they would henceforth operate as a smokescreen. Motorists could
claim that they had done their bit, so that minimal restrictions could become, in
effect, pseudo-restrictions. Dean's contribution in his unjustly forgotten book
Murder Most Foul (1947) was to show how the road safety lobby became part of
the process which brought about the dominance of the motorist. This was shown
partly by revealing its links with the motoring lobby, and partly by demonstrating
how motorists would continually adapt to the changes in the road environment and
the acquisition of driving skills.
On this point the opponents were agreed. Road users would adapt to changing
circumstances. And both were right. Many people, as pedestrians and cyclists,
would simply no longer be in the road environment. Those who remained in the
increasingly dangerous motori sed world might not be able to follow the lead of the
"lower animals". They would have an increased chance of becoming accident
statistics, even if their additional caution meant a rise lower than the rise in danger
presented to them, and even if their overall annual toll were lower. As for motorists,

the new road environments would reduce the need - previously enforced by the
danger of poor sight lines and similar hazards - to be as careful, in terms of speed,
alertness and vigilance. The road safety measures proposed by engineers and
others would fail, as "safer" roads such as motorways were also to fail, to bring
about a reduction in the chances of motorists dying4 precisely because hazards had
been removed.
The business of adapting to changes in perceived danger is part of everyday life.

It is central to an understanding of what has happened, does happen, and could
happen on our roads.

Risk compensation and the sociology of road safety
Sociology is often seen as composed of two different traditions. One looks at
societies as wholes, forming more than the sum oftheirparts. Within these societies
there is an orderly set of human behaviours; these may seem intensely personal,

36

2. A QUESTION OF ADAPTATION

RISK COMPENSATION

private and individual, but they occur in predictable and regular patterns. This
tradition looks at the regularities in society

such as religion, informal moral rules

or language
as facts which are independent from individuals, and have an
unseen, coercive effect on them. These facts will tend to generate or modify
behaviours - whether marriages, births or even the most private act of suicide in ways which can be expressed statistically. The statistics absorb individual
variation; "the average expresses a certain state of the group mind".5 The resentment we might feel at the idea that our behaviours are to some extent determined
by social forces beyond our immediate control can itself be seen as a socially
generated belief. It is the idea of individualism, a product of particular kinds of
society, which reached its ultimate statement with Margaret Thatcher's famous
comment that "there is no such thing as society, only individuals and families".
The other tradition stresses the interpretive work which individuals perform in
their everyday lives: constantly negotiating their way through situations they fmd
themselves in; adapting and creating new ways of living with each other. It is wary
of making statements about the social whole, or counting up features of human life
or causality. The emphasis in this tradition shifts from the macro- to the microsocial. However, while it observes individual and small-group interactions more
intimately, the differences between the two traditions are not so much of scale but
of philosophy and belief about the nature of social science.6
There is a constant debate about the way these traditions can be used together,
if at all. In the area of transport and safety, both can come to similar conclusions
about the importance of the nature of risk-taking. Both approaches can indicate that
there is a general tendency to take a certain level of risk, and that this is a central
determinant of accidents. Because of this general tendency, interventions for "road
safety" tend to redistribute danger and accidents, rather than eliminate them.

The role of ideology

So far, academic sociology has not tackled this area. Why is this? One part of
sociology is the sociology of knowledge and ideas. I am concerned with the
contemporary ideology of "road safety" as part of a society with a car dominated
transport system. "Ideology" refers to a body of ideas and attitudes, generally in a
derogatory sense because the ideology mystifies or distorts reality. It works as part
of a particular power structure, in a set of social relations, and helps maintain that

structure. Ideology sets hidden agendas of discussion, forms background assumptions about the nature of those discussions and, above all, makes certain
features of a society appear natural or necessary. One might think that something

generally described as important, because of the large number of deaths and
injuries involved (not to mention the highly visible changes that have occurred in
the road environment within the lifetime of most active academics), would have
attracted sociologists' attention.
But ideology - in this case the ideology surrounding the hegemony of the car
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is very powerful. Challenging it means not only doing hard intellectual work and
distancing oneself from the ways of thinking of most of one's peer group. It also

means questioning privileges that some members of society have over others.
Since academics are likely to belong to the group with the privilege (car owners),
they tend to lose their imperative to reveal society's unstated rules. With research
funds dominated by the institutions which produce road safety ideology, this
imperative is further eroded.7

The macro-social analysis
In 1949 Reuben Smeed, for many years one of the central figures in the world of
transport and road safety research, suggested thatthere was a relationship between
a country's rate of road accident fatalities (deaths per registered vehicle) and level
ofmotorisation (registered motorvehicles perhead ofthe population) in a country.
There are problems with comparing accident statistics between countries, because
levels of medical care and of reporting, and how long after an accident a death is
defined as such, vary. However, there is a degree of reliability in the use of fatality
figures, and the relationship suggested - the "Smeed law" - appears to indicate
a regularity in all the countries that have experienced motorisation over many
years.
Large differences exist in the death rate per vehicle between the least motorised
countries (relatively high) and the most motonsed countries (relatively low).9 The
differences are similar to those between the highly motorised countries at the early
stages of motorisation and at their current levels. The implication is that a trend
from high to low levels of fatality per vehicle is followed in all countries.
This fatality rate is different from the number of deaths per head of population.
For example, in the early 1980s India had a fatality rate per head of the population
about 2.5 times less severe than the UK, but per vehicle it was some 30 times
higher.'° Whatever the decline in fatalities per vehicle, the killing and injuring of
people in motorised societies have remained persistent. Nevertheless, it might be
supposed that if there are more vehicles on the road, there is more opportunity for
crashes. A marked reduction may not be the only measure to consider; but might
it not indicate some progress?
This is

suggested in a poster on the wall

of

Smeed's old department at

University College, London:
A possible explanation why this formula [the Smeed law] should hold over such
long periods and such a wide range of countries is that efforts made in a country

to reduce road accidents depend on the number of vehicles and the existing
accident rate. If this is so the formula gives an indication of the accident rate
that countries are prepared to tolerate.
But what exactly is involved as "countries" reduce their tolerance of an accident
rate? Part of the process could be what was suggested in Chapter 1, namely a move
away from the vulnerable modes of transport. In other words, one accident rate (per
38

2. A QUESTION OF ADAPTATION

RISK COMPENSATION

vehicle) declines, while there is less change or even an increase in another rate (per
head of the population); other rates still (perjoumey or mile travelled) increase for
the vulnerable road user.

One important category car occupants has admittedly achieved a sizeable
reduction inthe chances ofbeing killedpermile travelled. The orthodox explanation
for this is that cars and the environment they travel in today present far less of a
hazard to their occupants. With design features ranging from anti-burst door locks,
through collapsible steering columns, seat belts and roll bars to crumple zones, the
occupant of a modem car stands at least five times less chance of being killed in
a crash than in a carbuilt in the i 9' ' There has been a radical change in Britain's
road environment during the years of increasing motorisation as junctions have
been redesigned, sight lines lengthened and cambers levelled to remove hazards for
motorists.

With these massive advantages that car occupants now have, however, the
apparent success story is not so great. Albeit crudely, one might calculate that with
these advantages and improvements in medical care (counteracted by a 3.5 fold

increase in traffic), according to the official "road safety" view, the chances of
dying should have decreased by anything between 3.5 and 8 per mile travelled for
car occupants over the last 30 years. But the factor is just 2.5.
There is another way of looking at the experience of motorists which contradicts this approach, while also painting a poor picture of the progress supposedly
made. It suggests that motorists have adapted all too well to changes in their
12

situation, and that the decline in their fatality rate (whether as in the Smeed formula

or in deaths per mile travelled) would have occurred anyway without the engineering changes mentioned. The macro-social evidence for this comes from
comparing countries now at the early stages of motorisation with those that
achieved similar levels some 50 or 60 years ago, such as Britain and the USA. There
is a similarity in their experiences of fatality rates per vehicle, as noted above; but
the vehicles driven in Third World and other newly motorised countries, and to a
lesser extent their roads, are a great deal less hazardous for car occupants than those
in the pre-war years.
A mass of evidence shows that a variety of safety measures for motorists do not
reduce accident chances but give motorists safety benefits which are absorbed as
performance benefits. From seat belt legislation, to vehicle safety regulation,'3 it

seems that there are minimal or no benefits in terms of the chances of vehicle
occupants dying per mile travelled, and that the transformation of their behaviour
as hazards to them are reduced means that additional dangers are posed to people
outside their cars. In this sense motorists have indeed adapted to changing
circumstances. The problem is that, however much this has been positive for them,

moves to increase their safety have led to an exacerbation of the danger to
vulnerable road users, already growing because of increasing motorisation. Some
of the specific ways whereby risk compensation on the part of motorists occurs are
detailed below and throughout this book. The society as a whole appears to create
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a general level of "accident" deaths which obeys laws of risk creation and
restriction that are more powerful than even the most effective of regulations or
"road safety" initiatives.

This process may not be necessarily amenable to psychological, microsociological or any other small-scale type ofanalysis. It might be said that there is
a hidden hand ofaggregate risk-taking in a society which affects ourbehaviour and
is constituted by it in a way which cannot be understood by summating individual

instances, even if it were possible to identify and measure each act. Where the
Smeed law is not fully capable of explaining variations in fatality rates, another
model based on a national economic index
something which refers to the
behaviour of a society as a whole - seems to fit.'4
Another way to consider this is to think of all the risk-taking decisions that
occur in the road environment. All of us assess situations and make a variety of
judgements about which route to take, how fast to go, where to cross the road, and
so on. These involve numerous elements, such as how long and often to look in a
mirror, through to differing degrees of concentration
any of which can
contribute to a crash occurring. These judgements are in turn perceived and acted
on by others. Out of this complex set of interacting decisions, the number of
potentially disastrous consequences nationally runs into millions, if not billions,
daily. Yet there is something predictable about the national outcome. Some people
are very cautious, and others reckless, yet out of all their actions, and changes in
transport conditions each year (weather, the mix of road users, distances travelled,
changes in speed, and so on), the overall number of deaths can be predicted with
a reasonable degree of certainty, falling within a limited amount of variation of on
average 4.5 per cent, and no more than about 8.0 per cent)5
It is difficult to accept that causes can be so definite yet so intangible. One of
the foremost figures in the contemporary world of road safety research describes
"human infrastructure" as more important than components of the "engineering
infrastructure" (the road and vehicles). He argues that the most important part of

this is driver behaviour, which is: "culturally and socially determined.., the
prevailing social norm for driving in any society has a major influence on traffic
casualty rates. Because social norms change slowly, it is difficult to quantify their
contributions to traffic safety."6
Yet these intangible macro-social imperatives work through a society in a way
that often is ultimately capable of being represented as statistics.
This applies not only in the area of road casualties, but for victims of accidents

and violence of all kinds. Despite changes in the manner of death, there is a
consistency here also; certain kinds of hazard are controlled, only for others to
appear in their place.'7
What is risk-taking?
Motorists regularly say that they do not take risks (although they observe other road
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users taking them). This may be explained partly by a pride which prevents
motorists from admitting their faults.
may also be due to ignorance. But it is
1

explained very largely by motorists feeling that they do indeed take a level of risk
(or take risks on unusual occasions), but that this level is acceptable. The word
"risk" therefore entails a variety of subtle and almost unwitting decisions made as
part of everyday life; while it includes extreme risk-taking and recklessness, it also
includes lower levels of carelessness. It might not always have the connotations of
extreme irresponsibility that prevent people from admitting to it - although the
lower levels it includes may also be less acceptable in a civilised society than most
motorists might be prepared to accept.
As the Minister of Transport said in 1954: "Accidents in the main arise from
the taking of very small risks a very large number of times. A thousand-to-one
chance against an accident may not be rated very high, but for every thousand
people that take it there will be an accident."9 While the level of risk may be
exceptionally low, it is still to some extent intentional, and therefore changeable,

given the right incentives or disincentives. The official advice is therefore to
"check your conduct... against the advice given in the Highway Code... If you
habitually disregard what it says, you, or someone through your fault, will
probably, sooner or later, be the victim of an accident which could and should have

been avoided."9
Most motorists break laws and the regulations in the Highway Code as a matter

of course.2°
The micro-social analysis
Each of us modifies our behaviour according to the level of risk which we perceive
as we perform any task. People change their levels of attentiveness, alertness and
vigilance, and the operation of the skills at their disposal, according to the scale of
the threat, which they think confronts them. Sometimes they may be more or less

careless in similar situations than in others, but the general tendency to adapt to
perceived risk remains. This can be observed in our personal behaviour. If we feel
that a road has only a few vehicles travelling slowly along it, we are less hurried

and watchful when we cross. Some of these changes in our behaviour are
unobservable, but they are still there.

These alterations in behaviour are interdependent. Observation of a local
shopping street reveals a change in collective behaviour. On busy mornings with
stationary or slow moving congested traffic, pedestrians cross with more ease and
at more places than they do with a faster moving flow. Motorists may in turn adapt
their behaviour accordingly. The road environment, like nature, abhors vacuums.
When space is vacated, it is filled by those who feel they have most right to it in
the circumstances. There is constant competition for space, an ever-changing flux
of movement involving the assessment of risk. When the judgements are faulty,
"accidents" occur. These in turn form part of the basic set of assumptions about
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correct behaviour which we all have and constantly modify according to the light
ofourexperience, our tendency to take different levels ofrisk, and to a lesser extent,
the sanctions that may await rule-breakers.
A number of small scale studies show adaptation to the use of safety aids such
as crash helmets and seat belts,2' or other compensating action occurring in rusponse to changes in perceived risk. One study shows adaptation to the use of

studded tyres (designed to allow better road handling in icy conditions) in
Sweden? The safety benefit conferred by having the "safer" tyres tended to be
consumed as the motorists using them drove faster round bends in the road.
Sometimes the tendency to use "safety" benefits as performance benefits is
anticipated by the manufacturers and incorporated in the marketing ofthe product.
Television viewers might remember the first advertisements using a former senior
police officer to sell car tyres with the slogan "The Grand Prix S. . . a major contribution to road safety." The Little Old Lady S might have sold less well.
Risk compensation can apply not just with the use of safety aids, but with the
acquisition of skills.23 Driver educational programmes can fail because people,
particularly young people, may be introduced to driving earlier than they would
have been otherwise,24 or because they teach what Winston Churchill referred to
as "undue proficiency".25 The acclaimed ability to use speed to "get out of difficulty" whether through training or by the use of "performance" cars - may be
used to get into the difficulties in the first place.
The actual presence of other vehicles is in itself a factor affecting the risk-taking

of motorists. In 1953 a study noted:
the number of accidents involving collisions between vehicles on two arms of
3-way junctions tended to be proportional to the square root of the product of
the flows on the two arms, rather than to the product of the flows as would be
expected if the behaviour of the drivers was unaffected by the flows. (My emphasis)2'

Looking at this and other evidence Smeed noted that: "in some circumstances
at any rate - behaviour is affected by the amounts of traffic on roads".27
So with more motorists there are more fallible human beings in more potential
collision situations to have crashes (and as such reducing their numbers would have
benefits in reducing some crash potential); but the effect of increasing congestion

although only partially - by
intensity means that this increase is mitigated
awareness of increased traffic. I would suggest that this example of adaptation
would be predicted by common sense. It has been studiously ignored by the
transport establishment.28
Micro-social examination of risk-compensating behaviour can move up from
study of individuals and small groups to road user populations, such as those
affected by legislation governing the use of seat belts29 or motorcycle helmets,30 or
the temporary transformation of motorist behaviour following drink-drive legislation.3' All these cases indicate the tendency of what Dean called "X" - risk-taking
by those in charge of motor vehicles - changing its form (or, as in the latter case,
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to be temporarily restricted, only to reappear).
Forms ofriskcompensation occurgeographically (over space), and historically
(overtime). The first ofthese forms is generally known as accident migration. This
phenomenon affects what has been a major part of the activity of traffic engineers

concerned with safety, namely "black spot" treatment. A tendency has been
noticed for accident frequencies to decrease at the treated "black spots" but to
increase in the immediate vicinity. The explanation offered by two engineers
describing this phenomenon was that, prior to treatment, drivers are likely to be
involved inpotential conflict, and so drive more cautiously as they leave the "black

spot"; after treatment, the increased caution has disappeared, and accidents
increase in the surrounding area. This work, operating on the basis of a rather
straighiforward idea, was first published in Britain in 1984.32li had been suggested
as a possibility by a leading British psychologist nearly 20 years before that.
The second, time-based, phenomenon is the regression-to-mean effect, first
described in the nineteenth century, but not considered in the road accident field
until 1980. This refers to the tendency for particularly large numbers (in this case,
of accidents at a particular site) to become smaller over time, or for particularly
small numbers to increase. Put simply, if there are a particularly large number of
accidents at a particular site, which is then treated, the resulting decline in numbers
there would probably have occurred anyway. Investigation has shown that the
regression-to-mean effect can produce apparent reductions of accidents of the
order of five to 30 per cent at sites with observed frequencies in the range nonnally
considered appropriate for remedial treatment.35
So, whether because of accident migration or the regression-to-mean effect,36
"unsafety"
or risk-taking
shifts over time or place unless it is reduced at
source. When properly assessed, the supposed benefits of black spot engineering
can disappear altogether a study of a county 's record over several years shows
that accidents are simply redistributed, not reduced.37
Dealing with the specific phenomenon of crashes where vehicles have skidded
has been a concern for engineers for decades, with specific benefits claimed for
laying skid-resistant surfaces.38 Reviewing the last ten years of such measures, the
Department of Transport notes no decline in the proportion of injury accidents in
which at least one vehicle is reported as having skidded. It claims that the overall
decline is due to changes in vehicle design, more efficient brakes, lights and other
machinery, and changes in road design. But the phenomena noted above, and other
material suggesting that engineering the road environment does not affect collision
rates, indicate that reduction in numbers of reported injury producing crashes can
not be clearly defined back to such measures.4°
Professionals are unlikely to minimise the beneficial effects of measures which
they have demanded large amounts of public money to install. Establishing cause
and effect is made even more difficult by the continuously changing interactive
features of human behaviour in the road environment. But that is precisely the
point: a reason for the disappointing lack of improvement in the proportion of
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skidding "accidents", which the DTp suggests is due to use of faster and higher
performance cars, could be that motorists have accurately adapted to the change in
road surfaces, knowing that they have less occasion to worry about the potential for
skidding.

Risk compensation in society
There is, then, considerable evidence to suggest that processes of adaptation to
perceived danger occur throughout human activity in the road environment, and
are implicated in the causes ofcrashes, injury and death. One can take the approach
of those sociologists concerned with the negotiation of everyday encounters, and
look at the various subtleties of perception and avoidance that occur in actions as
apparently simple as crossing a local road. Or one can use larger-scale studies of
the effects of road safety regulations and the use of safety aids, or other measures
to detect persistent and continual risk compensation. Finally, one can use studies
of the society as a whole to see that there is a hidden hand of risk-taking, a
spontaneous process of adaptation which occurs throughout that society, whatever
happens in specific instances.
The significance of risk compensation has been debated among "road safety"
professionals over the last few years. During this debate there has been some
confusion over the meaning of different terms, and indeed an apparent confusion
over the aims of the "road safety" enterprise. This is discussed below. But one of
the main points about risk compensation and safety on the roads has always been
implicit but often hidden: it is the question of who experiences risk,from whom,
and/or at whose expense?This is essentially a question of the power of different
road user groups, and can be illustrated by an example of risk compensation from
an earlier time.
In 1815 Sir Humphrey Davy invented the miner's safety lamp, which, through
its ability to reduce explosions, was what we would now call a safety aid. Far from
reducing accidents, however, its use actually led to an increase in mining explosions and deaths.4' The lamp was used by pit owners to send miners to previously
unworkable areas. In this example of safety benefits being absorbed as performance benefits, the owners profited, while the miners were as badly off as before, or
worse off. The invention was not simply appropriated by the owners for their own
purposes; rather, they had actually suggested its development from the start.
Similarly, much of the "road safety" industry's work has been an integral part of
the transport establishment, supporting efforts to strengthen the hegemony of the
car. The conflict between car users and others in the road environment is not
identical to that between mine owners and miners; but deaths and injuries are
equally involved and just as harsh.
Since there is no clear agreement about exactly what risk compensation refers
to, it is necessary to reconsider the term, and the debates that have centred around
its significance.
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RISK COMPENSATION

History of an idea

The idea that road users respond to changes in perceived risk
behaviour has been suggested since before the war
probably the first academic
reference is an article in the American Journal of Psychology in 1938.42 Smeed
considered it in his 1949 paper.43 Physiological studies of galvanic skin response
measurements carried out on drivers in 1964 suggested that a response to driving
conditions would tend to keep tension and anxiety levels stable.' Psychologists
argued that "accidents are the product of a basically simple closed-loop process",
or that driving is a "threat-avoidance" principle.45
The idea goes back to the earliest times. One element is the risk of harm caused
by infringing social norms, which forms the basis of theories of deterrent punishment. An early example is that of Sennacherib, the Assyrian engineer-king, who
set up the first "no parking" signs - posts along the processional way in Nineveh,
inscribed "Royal road: let no man lessen it"
and decreed that a scoundrel who
parked a chariot or other vehicle along this road should be slain and his body
impaled on a stake before his hou se.Like most legal interventions, this legislation
probably served a mainly symbolic role. Nevertheless, one assumes that those

charioteers capable of accurately assessing the risk modified their behaviour
accordingly.
Theorists often approach the subject without any sense of previous attempts to
generate theory. At present the best known risk compensation theorists are John
Adams in Britain47 and
Gerard Wilde in Canada.48

Much of the work is gen-
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While Wilde does not ap-
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pear to have started with a concern about the more political issues, his comments
on the building of motorway-type roads have a relevance to transport policy. °
Adams's work continues his criticisms of those contemporary transport policies
which promote an increase in car hegemony.5'

Risk homeostasis
Put briefly, the theory of risk homeostasis has the following components. First,

everyone has a tendency to take risks; safety may well be desirable, but it is
balanced out against other considerations. Why human beings possess risk-taking
natures is a matter for metaphysical speculation.52 Second, this propensity is influencedby the potential rewards and losses of risk-taking, which are realised from
experience of one's own and others' accidents. The extent to which "accidents"
occur is therefore both an indication of risk-taking and a cause of road user behaviour.53 Third, there is a balancing act between rewards and losses representing
a target level of risk, which is in turn set against the perceived level of risk. This
can be summed up by saying that we have a type of "risk thermostat" in us which
regulates our behaviour. Unless our willingness to take risks changes, accidents
will be redistributed rather than eliminated by enviromnental or circumstantial
changes.
Risk substitution may therefore occur across behaviour domains, thus accounting for the stability of gross violence and accident deaths in societies. Hell's Angels
who stop motorcycling may engage in another similarly high-risk activity outside
the road environment instead. Models of risk homeostasis feature "lagged feedback".54 The amount of time required for compensatory activity to be completed is
not specified. So there may be little compensation with one kind of road safety
regulation, but a lot with another one at a later date.
Because concepts such as "target level of risk" or "perceived risk" are virtually
impossible to measure, it is difficult to test risk homeostasis directly. There are also
all the problems discussed with analysing accident statistics. Theorists such as Adams
admit therefore that homeostasis cannot be refuted and is thus not properly scientific;
but it has plausibility and, at the level of risk compensation in other words at a level

where some adaptation takes place - validity.

Some criticisms
One objection to the risk compensation idea refuses to engage with the macrosociological theory. The idea that the whole is more than the sum of the parts is
difficult for those outside sociology or anthropology to accept. An example is
Broughton's rejection of the idea that "social learning" is a useful concept to
explain the relationship identified by Smeed.55 The debate involves fairly sophisticated discussion of statistics,but the argument essentially comes down to disagreement about how changes in society occur. The sort of change described by
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Smeed and Adams is explained by the intervention of road safety professionals; the
fact that there may be a holistic process of spontaneous adaptation is not considered. Nor even is any macro-social conception of culture, norms or values, even if

it involves no belief in social holism. Plainly it is difficult for road safety
professionals to accept that change may occur by the activity of ordinary road users

independent of them. A background in an individualistic human science (or
supposed science), such as psychology, which avoids such explanation, provides
appropriate ideological cover for doing so.
Another objection denies that risk compensation, let alone homeostasis, occurs
at all. An example is the work of Lund and O'Neill of the Insurance Institute for
Highway Safety,57 which ignores or misrepresents the mass of evidence for risk
compensation: "there is absolutely no evidence that the perceived risk of injury
alters driving behaviour."58

Other objections deal with the imprecise nature of formulations of risk
compensation or risk homeostasis theories. Not only are perception of risk and
target levels of risk immeasurable, but it is unclear whether the theory specifies
road users as a whole, the wider society, each individual, each group of road users
or all four. It is difficult to say whether the risk of a crash, or actual physical injury,

is the risk which people are concerned about. It may be that some reductions in
hazards cannot be perceived, such as the changes that have occurred in the internal
design of vehicles, or in more crash-resistant windscreens.59

The politics of the debate
Arguments about risk compensation can be usefully considered as arguments for
particular kinds of transport policy
for supporting one side or another of the
transport status quo.
To some extent, risk compensation was accepted by the transport and road
safety establishment well before the interventions of Adams and others over seat
belts. Over the years it has been quite common to hear engineers arguing against
facilities for cyclists or pedestrians on the grounds that they might "encourage a
false sense of security".6° In using a concept of risk compensation, a negative
hidden attitude towards the road user group concerned can be revealed. The view
of Lund and O'Neill part of that minority of road safety professionals who deny
that risk compensation occurs at all presents us with an image of rational drivers
who simply want to get to their destination without an accident. "Risk" is a
pejorative word which cannot apply to most drivers. But this is just an academic
version of the defence of drivers who deny their fallibility.
Modern risk compensation theorists are misrepresented. As one of the leading
road safety researchers in Britain put it: "The trouble with risk compensation
61

theory is that it's so negative.., it says you can't do anything."62This is just not true.

Risk compensation theorists have not argued against government regulation as
such. Rather, they have pointed out the negative consequences of regulation, and
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that the officially stated aim is not going to be achieved. They have never argued

against attempts to reduce danger - indeed, the justification for concern about
road-building schemes, more crashworthy cars, and so on, is that they form part of
a more dangerous environment for the vulnerable. Risk compensation theorists am
all in favour of approaches which remove the burden of risk from the vulnerable.
it is optimistic
Risk cómpensation theory is, in fact, positive in one sense
about people's capacity to be careful if they really want to be. Probably the most
dangerous single change that could happen to a road system is the change of the rule

of the road, from driving on the left- to the right-hand side. This happened in
Sweden in 1967, and there was a quite dramatic fall in casualty rates (which
disappeared after a time when presumably the target level of risk had been
overreached). Such dramatic achievements are made without the assistance of
road safety professionals, or even in ways which oppose their dominant ideology.
In this sense, of course, risk compensation theory is negative. It challenges their
authority and reveals the supposedly neutral approach of "accident reduction" to
be part of a system which increases the dangerous hegemony of the car.

A hypothetical illustration can indicate this. Motorised countries tend to
demand public liability insurance cover for motorists. Consider a society where
such cover was banned and where those responsible for accidents could be easily
identified and made to pay damages (by removal of property and assets). My
speculative suggestion is that if the inevitable motorist backlash could be withstood,

a dramatic change for the better could be effected. Of course, as vulnerable road

users became more relaxed in the event of safer conditions prevailing, their
exposure and consequent casualties - but not necessarily per unit of exposure
would increase. This suggestion about the possibilities of more careful driving, and
the negative role of insurance, might not win agreement from the theoreticians of
the Insurance Institute for Highway Safety.

The risk compensation debate now
Risk compensation, in its broadest sense, suggests that there is a persistent process
of adaptation to changes in the environment where there is some kind of threat. This
casts doubt on a lot of the official road safety enterprise. Some criticisms, such as
the point about unperceived risks made by McKennaM and others, may seem valid
but are flawed. While some changes may be invisible, information about the results
of crashes will ultimately reach the ordinary road user in the long term.

Other similar points can be discussed, but the real issue is that risk taking
continually appears to change. Critics of risk compensation deal with this by
arguing that provided homeostasis is not complete as long as there is some net
accident reduction the necessary regulation should be supported. 65This appears
to be straightforward, but is not. The regulation may have negative effects on other
seat belts are a classic example. Application of the normal public
road users
health criteria of refusing to allow, for example, drugs which have negative side-
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effects for a few, even if they are beneficial for the many, would block many such

interventions. The longer-term and wider effects on risk-taking elsewhere in

society are also not considered. The essence of safety on the roads is the
interdependence of road users, and the effects ofan individual intervention cannot
easily be isolated.67 The truth of this, however, is not readily accepted by the
number-crunchers of road safety research. The tendency for further displacement
can be indicated by looking at society at a holistic or at least some sort of macrosocial level, which road safety theoreticians are unwilling or unable to do.
This discussion is essential in order to establish what has happened and what
interventions are desirable. An understanding of the human tendency to adapt is
crucial to understanding how people end up in crashes. So interventions which
favour or indirectly collude with less care on the part of motorists are discriminatory against vulnerable road users. Many such points are raised in Chapter 3.
We fmish this chapter by reference to a piece of theorising by a more important
risk compensation theorist than any of the above, as he was then Minister for Roads.
Referring to a roundabout and a crossroads in a city with high cycling traffic, Peter
Bottomley said:
Because everyone thinks that a roundabout is safe... they treat it as though it's

safe and that leads to accidents. At the dangerous crossroads, appallingly
dangerous, but the statistics say it is much safer than the roundabout, because
everyone knows it's dangerous, we all take account of the danger and use the
junction more safely.'8

This is imprecise. The statistics do not say the crossroad "is much safer"; they
say there are fewer accidents there. This makes the central point, not only that
accidents and danger are not only not the same thing, but that change in one may
be associated with change in the opposite direction of the other. Roundabouts, in
fact, tend both to be dangerous for two-wheelers and to have high accident rates
for them. This does not oppose a risk compensation argument. Indeed, without
some compensatory behaviour (most cyclists claim to try to take more care at
roundabouts than at other junctions) the high accident rate would be even higher.
Even with compensatory behaviour, after a while an accident rate simply cannot
be brought down. The point is that roundabouts are a typical feature of a road
system based on increasing vehicular capacity at the expense of the safety of
vulnerable road users.
This raises crucial questions, which we can further illustrate by reference to the
question posed above about the experience of car occupants and the change in their
chances of dying. We have seen that with increased traffic density a factor as well,

the decline in fatality rate is even less obviously a success story for the safety
establishment than calculated above, and that the implication (along with specific

evidence on engineering treatments and safety aids) is that measures it has
advocated have not only failed in their alleged purpose, but further endangered the
non-car users.
However, this factor, involving discomfort for motorists compelled to be more
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watchful, may be undesirable for them the "safety measures" which allow them
to relax may be more attractive.
The questions are: do we want low accident rates (whatever they may be) or do
we want safety? And what kind of road-users should be presented with danger?

3.

-

Accidents, danger and accident
causation
the politics of road safety
No one should be free to harm others.'
John Stuart Mill

We have been talking about this [the objectives of road safety initiatives] for
years... and nobody can agree on what the goals are.
Frank Haight, editor, Accident Analysis and Prevention.2

RECENTLYag1os.syadvertismentshowedayoung couple gazing lovingly ata Volvo
sports car beneath the ad agency' s invitation: "Go on, lose your heart, the rest of
you'll be safe enough."
A fast car which will keep the driver safe, no matter what, may be attractive to
drivers, but it' s notdifficultto see what it holdsfor cyclists and pedestrians, or even
f or drivers of vehicles with less "armour". The manufacturers, who also preside
over the Volvo Traffic Safety Awards, declined a request to reproduce the advert
here.

+++
Consider the following examples of how "road safety" is perceived:
I.
In November 1989 a junction between two motorways south of Birmingham
was opened, to protests from motorists. The slip road from one motorway merges
from the right into the fast lane of the other. The local MP described it as a "recipe
for disaster", and urged drivers involved in a collision to sue the Department of
Transport. (There was no suggestion that this course of action should be extended
to pedestrians or cyclists involved in collisions on roads posing dangers to them and
under the control of the DTp). The Automobile Association was reported as saying:
"The new junction is going to call for the utmost concentration. From a road safety

point of view, it's not ideal... It could be a nerve-racking experience."3
Studying this some four months later, with some 70,000 vehicles a day going
through this junction which poses an unusual and particularly severe hazard to
motorists, there had been no reported accidents. Local motorway police thought
that this might be due to the additional concentration of motorists wary of a new
hazard. Their experience of complex gyrator)' systems in Birmingham suggests
that the problems come from local drivers who have become used to the risks, not
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from drivers newly confronted with them.
In 1988 The Guardian motoring correspondent warned prospective tourists
II.
about the Ruta del Sol in Spain. Because it was what she described as a "bad road"
- with heavy flows of mixed traffic motorists were advised to take the special

precaution of avoiding having a "heavy alcoholic meal on a hot day" before
travelling on it.4
ifi. Also in 1988, the following observations were published in the journal
Ergonomics:
On arriving in the United States or Canada from Britain, one is impressed by
the large size of North American cars, and by the fact that they appear to cruise
around in slow motion on wide roads, with wide shoulders and grass margins
beyond. Pedestrian traffic in North America appears better behaved; pedestrians often wait at red lights when there is no traffic coming, and there seems to
be more help for school children in the form of warning signs and crossing
guards. Traffic in residential areas also seems much better managed, with
many all-way stop intersections and more street layouts discouraging through
traffic. On returning to Britain, one is impressed by the much smaller size of
the average car and the fact that it offers much less protection to its occupants
in a crash. The roads are much narrower - most of them were built before the
car was invented - and separation distances between oncoming cars are much

smaller. Speed limits on motorways are much higher and enforcement is
minimal.., vehicular traffic seems quick and darting compared with the more
stately progression of North American traffic... Pedestrian traffic seems more
anarchic... And the density of traffic is much higher: although Britain has
fewer cars per head of the population than the US, it has twice as many per mile
of road.5

In other words, this quotations tells us that in terms of the relative lack of
hazards presented to them - more regulations concerning vehicle safety, lower
speeds leading to less kinetic energy dispersed on impact, easier roads to drive on,
fewer obstacles when accidents occur, and so on - North America is "safer". But
the average North American is about twice as likely to be killed in a traffic accident
than someone in Britain, with fewer journeys or miles completed by the vulnerable
modes.6

On intercity roads, which are specially designed for modern motor

vehicles, the chances of motorists dying per mile travelled are about 50 per cent
higher than for all roads in Britain.7 I am told by acquaintances returning from the
USA that they resent driving in Britain again, and they proceed to tell me of the need

once again to turn radios off, silence talkative child passengers, and so on. They
have to concentrate more, pressured into being more careful.

Safety or leeway?
All this shows is that situations most of us regard as dangerous are not necessarily
the same situations which result in crashes; they may even be the opposite, as the
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perception of danger makes us more careful. There is a persistently fluid set of
reactions to perceived danger, continually modifying road user behaviour, which
itself generates an interdependent set of reactions, and so on ad infinitum. This
world of flux, of continual adaptation, is the world we are talking about when we
consider safety on the road. The tension between danger and our reaction to it is the
very stuffwhich concerns us; it determines how, when and wheit people are hurt.
But it also tells us what people actually want in tenns of safety. While the voiced
aim might be that we want as little risk as possible, such claims misrepresent the
nature ofthe situations that mostmotorists place themselves in. Attempts to oeduce
accidents tend to displace danger unless there is a fundamental change in wiffingness to take risks. People want to take the risks they want to take.

In terms of the above examples, motorists do not want unusual and tricky
junctions near Birmingham, and they want more relaxed driving conditions
whether in North America or Spain. They are capable of driving carefully if
conditions remain hazardous, but they prefer to have the freedom to relax. They
want more leeway, which they tend to use up mainly in an unconscious way. This
may well be unobservable until the accident statistics are collected, if indeed they
can be.

This presents us with an alternative objective for the aims of road safety:
freedom from what, following JS Dean, I call motor danger. Those of us who feel
strongly about the misery suffered by people hurt in crashes have often talked about
"saving lives" and "injury reduction". Yet, despite being apparently obvious, there
are problems with this concept, summarised below in discussion of it.8
When it comes to safety, we want a reduction in the danger that others present
to us. Some are more vulnerable to danger than others - and they also happen to
be less dangerous as well.9
We should be interested in the chances of people dying or being hurt as they
cross a road, rather than in the net number of casualties at a particular road crossing.
Scaring elderly or child pedestrians from crossing the road will reduce the number

selected by the road safety establishment, but will not necessarily reduce the
casualty rate. It might even be legitimate to argue for more freedom in crossing the
road even if this does not reduce the casualty rate. More leeway, after all, is what

the motorists quoted above appear to argue for, and the road safety lobby,
particularly in engineering an easier environment, has obliged.
The difference between motorists and other road users is that, when motorists
relax, they increase danger to the vulnerable; the converse is not true. '°This crucial
difference separates the approach of transport ministries and other establishment
bodies, based around supporting the rule of the car, from the approach advocated
in this book. Anodyne talk about "our accident record" pushes safety responsibilities

away from the potentially dangerous road user and props up a system which
discriminates totally against the safety of the vulnerable. There is nothing wrong
with removing danger from road users
provided they do not increase their
potential to harm others. This, unfortunately, is what the "road safety" movement
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has been doing for some sixty years.

The way we live (and die) now
(a) "Safe" cars:

One way in which danger has been increased in the name of safety is in vehicle
design:
Consider two fictional hypothetical vehicles at either extreme of a safety
continuum. At one end... a hypothetical 'invulnerability vehicle' in which it is
almost impossible for the driver to be hurt no matter how he drives. At the other

end.., a 'death trap vehicle' - one with, say, a sharp pointed steel spike
positioned a few centimetres in front of the driver's forehead. This example has
generated lively discussion regarding in which vehicle a driver would in fact be
more likely to be hurt. However, there is essential unanimity on the question of
which car would pose a threat to other road users... When we consider car mass,
which is closely related to engineering safety [sic],.we find that drivers in larger
cars, which are displaced towards the safer end of this continuum relative to
smaller cars, are involved in more crashes and constitute a greater two-car crash
threat to other cars of all sizes (my emphasis)."

So speaks a senior researcher employed by General Motors. "Safer" cars are
more dangerous for those outside them, both because of transformations of driver
behaviour and because the results of crashes are worse as more kinetic energy from

A Dutch campaigner's way of putting it
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heavier vehicles is dispersed on impact.
This knowledge is not confined to technical discussion but is a foremost selling
point of a number of major manufacturers, and theifore something likely to lead
to reduction of motorist care. If a model (made by Volvo) is sold with its central
advertising theme being that it can be driven out ofa third floor window at 30 mph
and allow the driver to walk away unharmed, it is absurd for members ofthe road
safety lobby to say that driver behaviour will be unaffected by such
A reduction in the need to worry, rather than safety in the proper sense ofthe word,
is being sold and bought. The principal international road safety award, worth half
a million kroner, given annually to senior members of the road safety establishments ofdiffeint countries, refers to "the necessity ofexcessive concentration on
the part of the driver" as a significant problem. Its full name is the Volvo Traffic
Safety Award.
The quest for the more invulnerable car reaches its furthest expression in the
modem rally driver's vehicle. Rally drivers were the first motorists among whom
seat belt wearing became commonplace. Now they may wear fire-resistant suits,
crash-helmets and the most sophisticated seat-harnesses in cars with additionally
strengthened bodies. This is not because unwitting innocents may inadvertently

kn'2

turn their vehicles over and require protection; it is because the drivers want
additional leeway to engage in a deliberately dangerous pursuit.

(b) "Safe" road environments
In 1988 a major conference on what "road safety"jargon refers to as Single Vehicle
Only (SVO) crashes took place. '3These crashes typically involve young men who

are drunk and tired driving off the road late at night. A rational answer to the
problem of SVOs, which constitute a sixth of all injury-producing crashes in
Britain, might be expected to concentrate on the restriction of young people's
driving, crack downs on drinking and driving, or the provision of public transport.
The 1988 conference, however, advocated crash barriers on off-road objects, using
"frangible, breakaway or flexible materials" in the construction of poles and other

street furniture. As The Guardian motoring correspondent put it: "Badly sited
traffic signals, telegraph or electricity poles, a tree or bus shelter, can cause injury
or death." The general dangers of car use
regularly discussed in the prewar
period
were nowhere in sight.
Following this approach, as bus shelters are moved over to the far side of the
footway, pedestrians may be forced to desert the increasingly exposed areas which
have been prepared for more danger in the name of safety. No statistics will show

an increase in pedestrian or two-wheeler casualties, as the motorists' leeway
increases again. What are the long-term implications of such a way of assessing
"accident causation", of defining the problem of danger on the roads?

(c) Speed and "accidents"
Speed limitation has been a focus for safety campaigners for decades, and their

efforts have been persistently and successfully opposed by the defenders of
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motorist power. Speed limits are ignored with impunity; on exceptional occasions

infractions incur minor penalties. From time to time, however, the road safety
lobby makes limited reference to the simple fact that kinetic energy dispersed on
impact increases as the square of velocity - accidents at speed are much more
likely to cause death. Speed is particularly important for pedestrians, and their
chances of being fatally injured in crashes vary as follows:'4
Speed

70 kph (43'k mph)
50 kph (31 mph)
30 kph (19 mph)

Proportion of injuries leading to death

83 per cent
37 per cent
5 per cent

This sort ofevidence is part of the justification for the speed reduction element
Speeds can be automatically
in traffic calming initiatives in Northern
controlled with available technology. '61n the era ofthe "smart" weapon, it does not
take too much imagination to suggest the potential for other technologies which

could, for example, automatically (or from a police vehicle) cut Out engines
altogether. The spectacle of high-speed chases, "joyriding" etc. could end immediately.
As early as the 1930s, campaigns for speed restriction included demands for
speed governors which were resisted by the AA and RAC even more strongly than
they opposed testing. As the pre-war gentleman motorist in Geoffrey Household's
Rogue Male put it: "No driver has a right to average more than 40 [mph]; if he wants

Instead speed limits
to terrify his fellows there are always a few wars going
were introduced which have been more or less ignored ever since.
Speed has not been a high priority for transport academics. Two researchers on
road safety in the 1980s claim they were advised to give a relatively low priority
to work on the role of speed as a cause of accidents by the then head of the DT P's
Transport and Road Research Laboratory, Barbara Sabey, a former rally driver.'8
As with ali other related questions, the attitude to speed depends on whose side
you are on. Assessing the way people adapt to speed involves moral and political
judgements about the transport status quo. For the DTp, speed reduction caused by
congestion is bad because:
Frustrated by delays, the motorists react aggressively and irresponsibly jumping traffic lights, attempting to overtake on the inside, etc. Pedestrians,
too, may take liberties with slow moving traffic that they would not take with
faster traffic. A mother who would never dream of wheeling her pushchair
across an urban freeway may be tempted to do just that in a city street."
What assumptions are implied here? If cyclists or pedestrians were regularly to
physically assault motorists they had seen breaking the Highway Code or law (such

as speed limits), would the legitimacy of their behaviour be accepted, as the
legitimacy of aggression among "frustrated" motorists seems to be in this statement? And where exactly does one decide what "taking a liberty" is? For parents,
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elderly people, people with disabilities and indeed any pedestrian, the DTp's
insistence that they use a subway (with its own brand of safety problems) because
it has built a freeway through their community is itself something of a "liberty".

(d) "Dangerous" children?
The following news appeared in my local newspaper in north-west London
recently, meriting some three column inches. It indicates attitudes which are not
untypical:
The death ofa 9-year-old girl has prompted a coroner to call for all ice-cream
van operators to display warning signs to motorists that they are trading. °

The story is a familiar one of two children outside their home on a residential

road who were knocked down by a motorist who "didn't have time to stop".
Roadside observation in urban Britain shows most motorists breaking the speed
limit (which is significantly higher than that automatically created by engineering
methods on traffic-calmed roads in Northern Europe, with speeds reduced to less
than 20 mph), and driving too close to the vehicle in front. Lack ofproper training
and a host of other failures in obeying the Highway Code are also commonplace.2'
The road in this case is not exceptional.
More specifically, paragraph 59 of the Highway Code is devoted to warning
motorists about children near ice-cream vans, with an explanatory photograph.
Readers can make their own observations of motorist behaviour in the vicinity of
schools or in residential areas. A brief survey among colleagues in the road safety
community supports my belief that no warning notice could make the slightest
difference to ice-cream van incidents.
A "solution" to this problem can be advocated while ignoring the true causes

of danger on the roads. The evidence of children's behaviour in traffic often
suggests that: "it is the children who are anticipating danger and behaving
responsibly, not the drivers."22 Yet "education" of children is still pushed as a
solution
despite these findings; despite the inevitable tendency of children,
however massively policed by parents and others, to behave as children always
have done; despite agreement elsewhere that adults and the less vulnerable should
shoulder the onus of responsibility; and despite the fact that the determining role
of those who are dangerous to others should be the focus of attention. Whether or
not resultant changes in accident statistics occur after any programme of education,
for sections of the road safety industry, and for the dominant ideology supporting
the transport status quo, the cause of child pedestrian accidents is children.
In the i 960s, in one of the few mass circulation books on the subject published,
one "road safety" analyst wrote: "To live at peace with his Frankenstein creation,
Man now needs a national dodgems
a bumper-rink for bumper-cars
where

the unconscious aggression, pride and envy of the community can hold sway
without real danger."n This commentator correctly identified the adaptation to
changing circumstances which has occurred, including the danger-producing
characteristics of "safe" roads. He did not realise, however, how the crashworthy
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cars built for his "dodgem" circuit would both increase danger to people outside
them and fail to reduce the chances of being hurt for those motorists who did not
want to use the extra leeway created for them, but actually wanted lower risk. His
book does not mention cyclists or motorcyclists, and in effect tells pedestrians to
get out of the way. Other problems caused by mass motoring are not considered.
Such is the attitude of at least a section of.today's "road safety" community.
Leeway for motorists has been gained at others' expense and does not provide
greater safety for the more careful driver. Apart from vulnerable road users being
endangered, the more careful drivers do not get as much safety as they might
legitimately expect. Under a smokescreen of misleading statistics and victimblaming, the rhetoric of "road safety" lets motorists off the hook and leads to more
danger for their victims. This support for car hegemony is implicated in the very
process of constructing a transport system including motorway construction and
the use of cost-benefit analysis.

The alternative
So what is the alternative to the philosophy of the dodgems circuit ? To meet the
basic requirement of reducing danger to others an older and more honourable

principle than cost-benefit analysis or the jargon of "accident reduction" - the
emphasis has to go back to controlling the source of danger. This means controlling

the way cars are used. Protecting people from others has to be separated from
protecting them from themselves. Once the latter principle is invoked, vulnerable
road users are subjected to more danger from "safer" motorists and have additional

pressure focused on them to absent themselves from the road environment. As
vulnerable road users are weaker politically, and more likely to get hurt in crashes,
attempts to reduce their presence most easily fit the target of "accident reduction".
The alternative objective means implementing those measures which reduce

danger in a non-discriminatory way, which do not create more leeway for any

group at the expense of the safety of others. A classic example of present
discrimination is speed. Motorists have often opposed lower speed limits on the
grounds that higher speeds - in best risk compensation manner - tend to make
them concentrate more. A non-discriminatory (or rather reduced discrimination)
approach to road danger requires that the only form of acceptable risk-taking is that
which is not dangerous to others, If tension is required by the potentially speeding
motorist, it can then be supplied by the risk of punitive sanctions.

But why?
This approach poses an alternative to the myth that we are all in it together: the
reality is more one of some endangering others. But, if it is indeed "them and us",
what is so wrong with the powerful and less vulnerable having their way? It is not,
after all, just the ideology of "road safety" and the weakness and division of those
suffering which maintains the status quo. For a lot of people, things are just fine if their increased freedom from danger is used up to endanger others, so what? If
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they already had excessive potential to danger, so what? The fact that the playing
field has been uneven for so long can mean that it should stay that way, or get worse.

My argument (expressed in Chapter 7) is that even without the problems of
mass car use, even without the additional efforts made by non-car users to cope
with motorisation, even without their increased chances ofbeing hurt, right from
the beginning, the introduction of the car has brought with it a danger which has
never been properly coped with. If some people - and they should not even have

to be called "vulnerable" - are using benign modes of transport, they should
have the right to move about in safety, with any threat properly controlled. That
should also be available to the motorised - providing it is applied at source with
reference to the discriminatory status quo. It may be a difficult aim, but stating it
is preferable to the distortion of current practice.

"Saving lives" and the meaning of death on the streets
It may be difficult to assess reduction ofmotor danger in numerical terms, but then
it is difficult to assess whether the "saving of lives" has occurred. We don't know
how many people are hurt on the roads. Their chances measured retrospectively are

only a rough guide to their future chances of being hurt, and may be inversely

related to the danger confronting them. We only know that there will be a
constantly changing inter-related web of presentation of danger and reaction to it,
changing in virtually unknowable ways as an integral part of our culture. We value
the lives of people lost on the road (by age attributed cause) differently. Their very
presence there depends on the kind of transport system and society we want, and
indeed the kind of danger that exists. In so far as some people's lives can be said
to have been saved by "road safety" initiatives, others may have been lost. Injuries

are difficult or impossible to grade in teims of the suffering of those involved.
People do feel a need to differentiate between those hurting and those who get hurt
"road safety" obscures this.
The very phrase implies a kind of separation from the world of danger, as if we
were not implicated in it, but benevolent experts arriving from outside society on
a mission of mercy. All that separation does is to remove us from our responsibility.
Replacing "saving lives" (and "injury reduction") by the aim of reducing motor
danger puts us in the tradition of all the civilised ideas about the intolerability of

endangering others. That is more important than fitting in with the distorted
number-crunching of the road safety lobby.
Consideran article in the traffic engineers'joumal27:it describes how roads should

be engineered to avoid certain kinds of crashes on curves in rural roads. Because
the authors are aware of the tendency for accidents to migrate, they try to create a
situation where accidents will happen in places where the car occupants are less
likely to get hurt on impact with surrounding structures.
In the plan to create "safe" crashes they ignore the evidence indicating that risk
compensation (of which the accident migration phenomenon is simply one
manifestation) may still lead to injury-causing accidents to motorists somewhere
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in the system. But moie important, because their work is based on the minority of
crashes involving reported injuries, and because rural roads have a very low benign
mode user level, the effects on people outside cars is neglected. In the event of any
increase of use of the benign modes, the tendency to tolerate motorists crashing on
bends would be disastrous. But this form of analysis and the overall approach of
which it is part do not allow for that.
Death on the roads where we live is always more than an individual human
being dying, or any kind of attempt to add up the sum of those hurt or killed. Even
if the ultimate result of the existence of danger is most obviously seen when the
worst has occurred, an equitable, human, civilised approach requires dealing with
danger at source, and with the silence and mystification that surrounds it.
Meanwhile, the "might is right" philosophy of the dodgems circuit still holds
sway. The cultural effect of discussing the "cause" of road accidents by the "road
although
safety" establishment in the ways shown above must be destructive
difficult in the first instance to assess through their methods of analysis. Coping
with the destruction that has already occurred requires a fundamental change in
attitudes and beliefs.
This should include the correct use of language. Motorists do not simply "lose
control" through "errors ofjudgement" to drive off roads into trees. And these trees
do not "cause accidents". Instead, motorists' use of a particularly dangerous form

of transport which has always been out of control

or at the very least,

inadequately controlled has led to just one example of very many where their
behaviour can lead to objects or people being hurt. Understanding this means

moving beyond specific cases and returning to the basic wisdom of the early
campaigns against "the motor danger". They would have regarded the blaming of
trees as a kind of intellectual and moral degeneracy. If we want a civili sed approach

to danger on the road, we should too.

60

¶'_-!Part
r

TTwo

The road safely industry

Introducton
THE ROAD SAFETY LOBBY is made up of different organisations and interests.
Some of these compete among themselves for attention and funding; and some
speak more openly than others for the interests of motorist power and privilege.
At one extreme are the motoring correspondents of newspapers, who often take

up the only space in the press available for discussion of safety on the road.
(Although not strictly members of the lobby, they popularise and support many
"road safety" initiatives.) Their comments can include defence of drinking and
driving, and bemoaning the introduction of computerised controls which could
remove the possibilities of driver error.'
At the other extreme come representatives of pedestrian and cycling organisations. However, in terms of what becomes public policy and the dominant view of
"road safety", their voices are of little influence.
The official "road safety" arena is occupied by the Department of Transport
nationally and road safety officers and traffic and highway engineers locally. The
DTp has long been linked with the road lobby, and these links sometimes involve
the exchange of personnel. The head of the DTp's Road Safety Division when I

began writing this book is now employed by the Royal Automobile Club. The
personnel involved organise themselves in professional bodies the engineers'
institutions and the institutes and associations of road safety officers. These bodies
are represented, along with the manufacturers of "safety aids", doctors, motorists'
organisations, some academics and others, in lobbies for "road safety", principally
the Parliamentary Advisory Council for Transport Safety (PACTS).2

The main "road safety" organisation has been the Royal Society for the
Prevention of Accidents (R0SPA) whose road safety section was set up in the
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interest of the motoring organisations. The Safety First organisation which
eventually became RoSPA was based on an approach to workplace safety which
emphasised purely voluntary measures and the responsibility of employees as
opposed to control of employers. This ideology was continued in RoSPA, with the
particular responsibilities of the potentially dangerous minimised. Organisation-

ally, motoring and road lobby interests were over represented in positions of
The way it convinced the public that its enterprise was in the interest of all
although pedestrians' and cyclists' organisations left it in protest at certain times
- is one of the victories of "road safety" ideology. In the 1980s RoSPA's star
waned with the loss of substantial DTp grant aid and competition from some
insurance companies that provide free "road safety" publicity material. These
companies also give money for supposed research into road safety,4 which, while
appearing to be substantial in amount, should be compared with their turnover and
advertising budgets. Their involvement is basically a form of advertising. It is
power.3

difficult to see how their involvement generally leads to any real chance of
reduction of road crashes, from which, of course, they derive a great deal of their
revenue.

Some features of the road safety industry
Inter-dependence
Despite differences in emphasis and approach, there is a great degree of interdependence, with the same organisations meeting in slightly different permutations
under different umbrellas, whether the Medical Commission on Accident Prevention, RoSPA or PACTS. Their activities will frequently be fmanced by motoring
interests.5 Through their meetings and publications the mythology of road safety
is reinforced to achieve authoritative status.

"The wood for the trees"
The central facts of danger on the road are obscured by details of the road safety
scene. The wisdom of the increase in motorisation is unquestioned and/or seen as
something which should be accepted, particularly by those most vulnerable to the
inevitable increase in motor danger. The adaptation by individuals - generally
referred to as risk compensation is only acknowledged if it is used as an excuse
to avoid controls on motor danger.6 The inability to see the wood for the trees also

involves the following:

Divide and rule
The problems originating from mass motorisation are separated from each other
and distanced from their origin. Thus there are "pedestrian safety", "cyclist safety",
"older road user" topics put forward for discussion and action. Apart from placing
responsibility on to their own shoulders, non-car users are disunited by this process
- while the source of their difficulties, meanwhile, fades into the background.
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The illusion of objectivity
All road safety interventions are essentially political and moral acts. They create
and use symbols we associate with danger on the road, which may in the first
instance have little to do with actual chances of being hurt or killed on the road.
From the point of pandering to motorists' desire to be carefree (as opposed to
careful) onwards, the road safety lobby has tended to collude with motor danger.
This has been covered up with the aura of scientific objectivity and professionalism.

Industry
Road safety professionals distance themselves from the origins of motor danger.
This might seem particularly difficult in the case of the Department (and before it,
Ministry) of Transport, as this dominates the car centred transport system. This
process involves an almost obsessive production of "research', statistics, and other
material, fuelled by a sense of purpose and achievement.

Numbers, numbers... and more numbers
The content of the road safety industry's output is a stream of statistics. Whether
or not these figures bear any true relationship to the experience of ordinary road
users, they continue to be released to show a record of progress. Because of the
strength of contemporary "road safety" ideology, and the lack of power of the
victims of motorisation, this core of road safety mythology is rarely penetrated. Its
features are that "it", "we" or "the problem" is getting better despite the following

facts:
Casualty rates for cyclists and pedestrians have - as far as we can tell
got worse over the last 40 years, even with, if anything, more care exerted
on average by members of these groups.

The one numerical indicator of danger, namely insurance claims, has
been increasing steadily, both in aggregate and per vehicle.
The decline in casualty rates among car occupants would have largely
decreased anyway. Even if adaptation had not occurred, the decline
should have been lower than it has been, given the amount of protection
afforded them by vehicle and road engineering.

The mythology also claims that the supposed improvement

is

due to the

beneficial efforts of the road safety lobby, in spite of the following:
A general decline occurs irrespective of road safety intervention in times
of economic downturn, such as in 1991.
The process of spontaneous change by road users may involve "improvements" due to vulnerable road users absenting themselves from the road
environment through sheer fear (for example, children not being allowed
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to cycle).
Road safety interventions may not have beneficial effects (for example,
because of accident migration and other displacement).

These displacements can often involve increasing motor danger.
For any professional it is going to be hard to feel that his/her endeavours are
simply failing, or indeed, even making things worse. Similarly, it may be difficult
for him/her to accept that removing the vulnerable from the environment may no

longer be regarded as a success. Helped by an ideology which separates out
inseparable parts of the whole into different "problem areas", they can seal
themselves off from responsibility for motor danger. Some will, with at least the
merit of honesty, claim that they are only there to be part of the process of increased
motor danger, pressurising its potential victims to take as much evasive action as

possible, whether such action is possible or not.

This world of numbers involves values placed on units, where costs and
benefits are supposedly related to road safety interventions.

The economist's tale - how much is your life
worth?
There is a growing interest in cost-benefit analysis (CBA) as it is used in transport
policy7. Government is officially committed to costing the effects on the environment
of new development.8 There has for some time been serious criticism of the DTp's

COBA system (the department's own cost-benefit analysis system), which is used
by it to justify road building, on the basis that all the costs and benefits are not
properly allocated and assessed, particularly with regard to consideration of the
more benign transport alternatives. Consequently one school of thought has held
that CBA procedures should be followed which modify COBA orsimilarapproaches,

except with more consideration of the adverse effects of motorisation.9
It is certainly the case that the arguments put forward for CBA by its main
proponents in the transport area should be properly considered, rather than simply
resisting the idea of costing choices)° Nevertheless it appears to me that CBA will
always have some inherent flaws which ultimately make it wrong to use. These are
briefly summarised as follows:
A. Basic evaluation

As explained in Part One, there is no remotely reliable way of knowing the extent
of harm which has occurred on the roads. We do not know the numbers which fall
in each category, and those categories do not tell us much abOut the kinds of injuries
sustained. In terms of the experience of those affected, even something apparently
as uniform as a broken leg can have quite different effects on those affected if we
consider factors like length of recovery time, extent of immediate pain, effects on
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differing numbers ofrelations etc. Societies tend to value the harm done to people
in different age groups in different ways.
All the casualties should have the disbenefit of injury added up and given a
value. In principle then a measure which, for example, saves some lives but takes
some others (which is in fact what has happened with the introduction of certain
safety aids)" could be properly assessed. Would we be able to properly balance up
slight injuries (even ifthere were uniformity among them) against serious injuries?
How many slight injuries equal a serious one?

B. Causality and changes in costs and benefits
Even if we could add up the cost of suffering, how do we know the reason for an
apparent decline? As the following chapters indicate, despite the claims made by
various professionals, interventions may not actually be responsible for savings.
Indeed, although professionals will claim credit, reductions will occur because of
a process of adaptation by ordinary road users which is too subtle and indefmable
to be easily allocated a role in CBA even if professionals were willing to include
it, which they are not.

C. Adverse effects: who does what to whom?
Here we have a crucial point which the road safety lobby has persistently attempted
to erode in significance. Lives are not simply lost, nor injuries sustained, in the road
environment. Some road users endanger others. It is not just that some are more
vulnerable, some are more potentially dangerous to ail. Most people value an injury
sustained by their own carelessness quite differently to one forced on them by the
criminal negligence of others. While there is occasionally some reference to this
in the literature, '2CBA does not at present allow for this in calculations. This is also
related to the point made against Pearce by Adams, that there is a vital distinction

between willingness to pay for protecting something, and willingness to accept
compensation for its loss. (The difference between giving and taking.)'3

D. Negative reasons for "benefit"
The main reason for a decline in pedestrian
particularly child pedestrian casualties over the last 60 years is the loss of pedestrian freedom created by
motorisation. CBA will count this as a benefit. Should it be? This leads on to the

next question:

E. How is danger to be evaluated?
The main official text on CBA for road casualties is called "The value of life and
safety: a search fora consensus estimate",'4 but as pointed out above, life and safety
are not only different, but frequently mutually opposed. If greater safety leads to
greater willingness to use vulnerable modes and greater ease of being hurt, is this
a simple disbenefit? And by how much? We can estimate the fear of parents by
seeing how much they are likely to refuse permission to their children to walk to
school or cycle:'5 how much does this cost? Are the parents to be the ones to be
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asked, or their children, who are less likely to have

the ability to pay?

F. The ability to pay
Most variants of CBA involve relating part of the cost-benefit equation to the
ability of those likely to suffer costs to pay for those costs not to be inflicted.
Frequently those most likely to suffer are those with the lowest disposable finance.

G. The relevance of CBA anyway
Consider the argument put forward by the defenders of the "moderated CBA"
approach. If we put all the real costs of motorisation, including danger as well as
accidents, into the equation, we will get a quite different result which will be better
for motorisation's victims.
But will we? As I detail in Chapter 14, costs of motoring are - according to
a good £30 billion annually more than
quite conventional forms of costing
motorists pay. When road safety practitioners complain about the need to have
CBA in order to prioritise the allocation of scarce resources, replies that the
resources have already been allocated in the wrong way do not cut any ice. Playing
the game properly, that is to say with a more level playing field and the goal posts
the same distance apart at either end, is not on anyway. CBAs would not be used
if they were. They are there to give a (pseudo)-scientific gloss to moves which have
been planned to occur anyway.

It may be that the health disbenefits of mass car use are such as to dwarf the
numbers of people killed and hurt on the roads 16, but not only are these costs not
included in discussion, they have not had resources allocated to research them, as
this might challenge the transport status quo.

On a more general environmental note, in a current textbook on transport
economics, the section "Definition of the Environment"17 does not include anything outside the immediate environmental effects of road and other developments,
such as global warming, in which the transport sector is so importantly implicated.

H. The minorities question
But even if the dull costs and benefits (were we to stand any chance of equitably
or even inequitably assessing them) to be properly added up, we have the question
of what happens to the minorities. Even with an equal ability to pay, minorities
might be squeezed out of the equation because of their minority status. Indeed, a
upon which CBA appears to be
classic problem with utilitarian philosophy

based - is precisely that failure.

I. The broader context
CBA fits into a wider economic system with environmental disbenefits of global
implication. 18
Those suffering most tend to be far away, and/or in unborn generations, and
without economic clout in CBA equations, even if they are considered in the first

place. We are asked by CBA to consider ourselves as consumers rather than
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political citizens,'9 and to make decisions which are made as individuals when the
only way they can be made sensibly is collectively. Indeed, the failure to make
decisions collectively compels people to make individual decisions they would
otherwise rather not have wanted to make.2°
The benefits are counted in terms of indicators which are biased to certain kinds
of economic activity and transport. Despite criticism that it is a poor indicator of
the economic health of a society, GDP (gross domestic product) is a criterion of
success. If its size depends on movement of goods, services and people by car and
lorry, then the more cars and lorries there are, the better. The more obsolescent the
better. Indeed, accidents can themselves be shifted on to the other side of the CBA

equation as they are a form of economic activity (without them the crucial
insurance sector would suffer). In short, if you have a car based economy, the rules
of CBA will be bent in its favour to start off with.

Conclusion: should we play CBA?
In the satirical novel,

Catch-22,21

an American air force officer called Milo

Minderbider engages in a ceaseless quest for profit through a series of enterprises
with extraordinary ramifications. These include the purchase and sale of useless
commodities, stealing desperately needed morphine from first aid kits, organising
the bombing of his own base and alerting the enemy of attacks on them by his own
side. These activities are justified by making his fellow servicemen shareholders,
and when a profit is made "everybody gets a share".
But, in the case of road safety, we do not all get shares. Some get more than
others, and at others' expense. The rules of the game are inevitably biased against
those who are worst off, and changes in the rules will not be accepted if they involve
a genuine alternative to the status quo.
There is something to be said for pointing out the contradictions in the CBA
analysts' work. For example, where measures like skid-resistance are advocated by
Pearce when evidence indicates no benefit from it according to their own criteria.22
Here the poverty of their work can be demonstrated.
One can go further. On a motorway-type road there are fewer vulnerable road
users present to be involved in accidents, and as a result the road is considered
"safer". This leads to positive financial benefits being awarded to a road scheme
of this type, even if its record in terms of the experience of its users is worse, and
even if it generates more (unaccounted for) danger on adjacent roads. 23 This is a
classic way in which money goes to a more dangerous system which we already
pay for. We could argue that simple fiscal and legal controls, as outlined in Chapter
17, would not only suppress the demand for motorway building, but generate more
use of the benign and vulnerable modes. From there we could argue that the danger
from the remaining cars should be costed even more highly, because there are more
potential sufferers from it.

But if we do not like their criteria; if we find that certain key notions are
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logically incoherent, and if we are concerned with minorities who are likely to be
edged outcome what may, should we be playing this game? There are quantitative
criteria to be considered in transport policy minimal standards for local public
transport provision, standards of access to amenities for non-car users, levels of
CO2 and pollution emissions etc
and economic considerations which are stated
in Chapter 17. But the fact is that decisions about endangering others aie political

and moral decisions which should not be fudged over by the language of
economists.
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seat belt myths
Clunk-click cover-up
and realities
THE SEATBELT: crowning gloi'y ofthe official road safely lobby, aprime example

of common sense prevailing over reckless abandon. And yet, warnings were
sounded about seat belt-use as far back as the late Seventies and early Eighties
when legislation was beginning to look more likely.
Whether the Isles Report, produced within the Department of Transport, was
deliberately withheld is now hard to say. But its findings didn't fit in with a road
safely quick-fixfor which its advocates were making great claims. Infact, in the Iwo
yearsfollowing compulsion, a marked shortfall in the expected nwnberof lives saved
occurred at the same time as an increased death rate of 40 per cent for cyclists
pedestrians and people in the rear seats of cars also suffered signcant rises.

+++
There is no better single device available at the present time for reducing the
risk of injury and death when automobile accidents occur.
Statement to seat belt hearings in US House of Representatives,

1957.1

This House elevates human life and practical considerations of pain and
disability over pedantic obscurantism based on dubious theory. A vote for the
Bill is a vote for sanity, compassion and common sense... for freedom and for
life itself.
Jack Ashley MP, speaking for compulsory front-seat belt wearing,

1976.2

I emphasise that this is not the opinion of my Department alone or of any single
group of experts, but the corroborated conclusion of many careful studies in
several countries. It is really no longer debatable.
John Gilbert MP, Labour Minister of Transport, supporting the same legislation.3

It is time for anger, it is time to tell the Minister of Transport that his failure
to enforce the wearing of seat belts is tantamount to being an accessory to

murder... mass murder.
Speaker at British MedicalAssociarion conference, June 1981.

Compulsory seat belt wearing, an eminently sensible and harmless measure
which costs nothing.
Howard Boyd, RoSPA national bicycle safety officer, 1981.
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The quotes above summarise the conventional wisdom about seat belt wearing for
occupants of cars, which became legally compulsory for front-seat passengers of
cars and vans in Britain on 3 1 January, 1983, after some years ofdebate. According
to this view, thez was never any question to answer. Seatbelt wearing would "save
lives" with no adverse effects on any other road users. This was self-evident.

The conventional wisdom, however, is false and fundamentally flawed
fatally so for vulnerable road users. Evidence that compulsory seat belt wearing
achieved anything like the benefits it was supposed to is either defective or absent.
On the contrary, it appears that compulsory seatbelt wearing led directly to a lower
level of care on the part of motorists and a more dangerous road environment for
vulnerable road users. Not only were there no benefits for the vulnerable, but the
level of danger became worse. The

move was justified by claims that it would "save

lives". In so far as we can use these tenns, it seems rather to have taken the most
vulnerable lives.
Why discuss this issue now? Seat belt legislation, its effects on all road users,
the evidence used to support it and the activities of those supporting it, represent
a particularly important episode if not the most important
in the history of
road safety legislation.

The fact is that this oft-quoted victory for the road safety lobby had bad
consequences for the so-called vulnerable road user - that is to say those human
beings outside cars in the road environment, and those more frail people inside cars
less capable of withstanding crashes whether belted or not. This episode is not just

an instance of, but rather is symbolic of, how the road safety lobby has either
colluded with or exacerbated these consequences, namely the increase in motor
danger, since its inception.
The nature of the debate

For a measure which was supposed to have such obvious effects, the evidence in
favour of compulsory seat belts was, and remains, inconclusive. Evidence which
contradicted the official line of the Department of Transport was suppressed, and

some findings by its own research body (the Transport and Road Research
Laboratory) were released too late for debate. Other evidence which contradicted
the DTp's preferred view was ignored or misrepresented. The Minister of Transport announced that "it is really no longer debatable" before a genuine debate could
take place. Of course, for many of the participants in the debate, the evidence was

irrelevant. Selected portions were used or misrepresented to back up already
existing views, and the repetition of the same evidence eventually resulted in
reinforcing its status.
The seat belt legislation was supported by a coalition of "road safety professionals" in the medical establishment, the Department of Transport, manufacturers

of cars and "safety aids", "safety researchers" and others who more or less
unquestioningly support the dangerous dominance of the private car. This already
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powerful alliance was supported by motoring correspondents who then, as now,
controlled the outlet for "road safety" news in the media. Criticism came principally, but not exclusively, from some politicians on the right and from people
concerned with the danger to road users of mass car use. The weakness of the
doubters is an indication of the status of vulnerable road users in a car dominated
society.
This episode, proudly referred to by the road safety lobby as one of its major
triumphs, played a central role in legitimating its existence. It also, once again, let
motoring off the hook. While the principal cause of danger to other road users
continued to exist - or was even exacerbated in its severity - the powerful and
privileged road users could bask in the glow of having "done something for safety".
Most of us, as car occupants, do not think twice about using seat belts. This fact
is frequently invoked as a paradigm case of what "road safety" should be about. It
is used to suggest that simple remedies can be "the answer", and it helps to confuse
transitive and intransitive meanings of safety by initiating interventions into selfprotection rather than the protection of others. Such a complacent view neglects the
possibility of changes in human behaviour in response to changes in perceived risk.
Accordingly, a number of serious disbenefits have to be set against the benefits
which seat belt legislation might have brought.

A brief history of seat belt use
The car seat belt is a direct successor of the seat belt used in aircraft in the first
decade of the century to prevent ejection.6 During the Second World War the
relevance of seat belts for car occupants was realised. By the late i 950s they were
becoming available in new cars such as Volvo models from 1959 and the US
road safety lobby was pushing for seat belt use.
In Britain, the 1967 Road Safety Act stipulated that seat belts meeting a British
Standard (BS 3254, introduced in 1968) had to be fitted to new cars. For the next
14 years a flood of papers was published in medical journals and other outlets for
the road safety lobby, claiming that seat belt use for front-seat occupants would
reduce the chances of dying by up to 80 per cent.7 The message was that seat belt
use would "save lives" and that, as advice and education had failed to impress the
majority of those who would benefit, their use should be compulsory. Persistent
lobbying and debate led to the passing of the 1981 Transport Act, which made the
wearing of seat belts by front-seat occupants of cars and light goods vehicles (vans)
compulsory as from 31 January, 1983 for an experimental period of three years. In
this Britain joined some 25 countries that had introduced similar legislation in the
1970s.

Some doubts about the effects of seat belt use were admitted inside the road
safety establishment. For example, an editorial in the Lancet in January 1986 noted

the shortfall between actual and predicted life saving and "the unexplained and
worrying increases in the deaths of other road users." The editorial concluded:
"There will be regret that the evidence on deaths is not more one-sided and
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i8

disappointment that the measure has fallen short of its
Only a few days
after this was published, and after parliamentary debate supposedly drawing on
research on the effects ofcompulsion since the i 98 1 debate, legal compulsion was
extended indefmitely.
The evidence

The justification for wearing seat belts in cars is simple. Occupants wearing
suitable seat restraint do not suffer injuries incurred following ejection from the
vehicle - or from making rapid contact with hard objects inside the vehicle after impact, particularly if a crash is head-on. The literature contains discussion
about the kind ofrestraint to be worn, and about various design refmements to seat
belts, but the principle remains more or less the same.
Only two real objections were raised to seat belt use, right at the beginning of
the discussion.9 The first was that seat belt use might cause or exacerbate some
injuries to their wearers. In fact, following the introduction of seat belt wearing,

medical journals reported the existence of "seat belt syndrome", referring to
whiplash neck injuries and thoracic and other injuries.'0 Wearers might also be
trapped in a submerged or burning car, or otherwise hurt when ejection would have
been preferable. Against this it was argued that the chances of worse injury being

caused with a seat belt were far less than the chances without. While there must
have been cases where belts trapped wearers in fires, and so on, it seems correct to
argue that when a crash occurs the occupant is significantly better off wearing a
seat belt.
The second objection was concerned with risk compensation, although it was
rarely referred to in those terms; people spoke only of "a sense of false security"
and "driving faster". This possibility
the adaptation of driver behaviour to a
correct, not false, perception of security which could take many forms of which
driving faster might be just one
was briefly considered as far back as 1957, "but
not properly nor thoroughly until the work of John Adams in the late 1970s.
An extension to this objection is what I call wider risk compensation. Some

objectors argued for more attention to reducing the chances of getting into
accidents in the first place. The classic defence to this was that this issue could be
considered, in addition to seat belt encouragement/compulsion, at a later date, and

that the success of seat belts would enhance the reputation of the "road safety
community" and therefore the prospects of any moves towards preventing crashes
occurring. The worry was that, while motorists might not change their behaviour
directly in response to seat belt wearing, attention would be diverted from more
basic questions which in the long run would have adverse effects, particularly for

the vulnerable. "Road safety" would become identified with secondary, postcrash, remedial measures and with measures whereby each individual would be
expected to protect him or herself. Future efforts would become less attractive to
car occupants who would have less to lose than previously. Reducing the adverse
effects of crashes would therefore reduce, not enhance, the prospects for action in
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the future, particularly if additional care, self-control or self-discipline were
required on the part of the motorist.
It should be stressed that diverting attention away from something is more
negative than simply not paying attention to it. Also, wider risk compensation is
virtually immeasurable, and occurs over a long period of time it describes a kind
of cultural change.
The nature of the evidence used in the seat belts campaign is relevant for other
road safety campaigns, particularly those using "safety aids'. Casualties were
examined after crashes to analyse their injuries, and to compare casualties who had
been wearing seat belts with those who had not. This was in turn related to evidence
available from laboratory tests intended to replicate real-life crashes using dummies and robots.
This

mode of gaining knowledge, however, misses out on a crucial link

between these kinds of evidence, namely the actual behaviour of human beings
when using the safety aid in question. There is no allowing for risk compensation.
Instead of formulations along the lines that "she would not have been killed/so
badly injured if she had been wearing a seat belt", it needs to be considered whether

additional crashes, or a more severe one in the case referred to, would have
occurred if the seat belt had been worn, and the consequences of both the remedial
effects of the belt and the hazards to other road users.
The debate centres on how this possibility was assessed. There are two ways

of trying to do this. The first involves studying groups of motorists, either by
watching certain features of their driving behaviour or by questioning them, to
assess the way seat belt use may or may not change their behaviour. This small
group type of study (small as opposed to whole populations of motorists) has some

basic inadequacies. The second approach involves the study of road accident
casualty (and in some cases insurance) data after compulsory seat belt wear was
legislated for, principally on a national level. This constitutes the best kind of
evidence, although it too has limitations.
Small-group studies
Assessing the possibility of less careful driving by actual or potential seat beltwearing motorists faces an immediate difficulty. How does the researcher know
what form of visible behaviour should be associated with propensity to crash?
Obviously, certain forms of behaviour, such as driving on the pavement or the
wrong way down clearly marked one-way streets, constitute high risk-taking
behaviour. If such behaviour were to occur immediately after a previously unbelted
driver, who had not displayed such behaviour before, started wearing a seat belt,
then one could suggest that seat belt wearing would generate more careless driving

(if such correlations showed a degree of statistical significance for groups of
drivers representative of the motoring population as a whole). But there is no
possibility that risk-compensatory behaviour would ever be manifested in such a
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clear-cut way.
This is partly because ofthe level ofchance ofaccidents occurring, particularly
with regard to the short stretches ofroad on which observations in this kind of study
are carried out. The chances of dying in a crash on a British road now, albeit less
than at the time of the seat belt debates, is about one in every 85 mifiion vehicle
kilometres travelled. This means that were behaviour to occur now which doubled
the chances of a fatal crash, an additional one would happen for every few dozen
million vehicle miles travelled. Thus, to compensate totally for (outweigh) the
beneficial effects of seat belts, which were supposed to reduce deaths by about 50
per cent, we would expect to see an extra serious crash of this severity only once
evezy few dozen million miles.

Yet the risk compensation hypothesis is still believed to suggest that an
extremely high degree of obvious compensation
or rather over-compensation
occurs. As Lord Porritt, on behalf of the Medical Commission on Accident
Prevention, put it in the House of Lords debate at the end of the experimental

period:
I find that [risk compensation] an extraordinarily odd term. I should be
awfully interested to know how many members of this noble House have felt so
much happier and so much safer that they could drive much morejoyously and

buzz along and knock everybody over. I have never had anything like that
feeling. I have never felt it. It is an amazing thought.'

Amazing indeed. Nobody, apart from those like Lord Porritt who were
misinterpreting the concept of risk compensation, had ever suggested it.
This does not mean, however, that less obvious behaviour than that causing a
serious crash cannot be observed. Less serious crashes occur more frequently.
Even so, with insurance claims running at an average of one every three to six years
per driver before seat belt legislation'3 it would still be difficult to base an as-

sessment of accident-disposed driving on observed crashes. And to observe
behaviour likely to increase motor danger by only partially compensating for
increased security would be even harder.
Nevertheless, one might hope to gain an idea of a possible link of propensity
to accident involvement with certain types of driving phenomena, which can then

be reliably used as indicators. Indicators that have been used, with regard to
investigating risk-compensatory behaviour and other forms of more careless
driving, have included speed, headway length (distance between the observed car
and the vehicle in front), gap acceptance of vehicles turning across traffic (the
amount of time allowed for turning) and crossing or not crossing red signals. There
is probably an association between the higher-level risk-taking observed in these
different kinds of behaviour and a propensity to get into crashes.
Yet life is not so simple. Reviewing the question, two leading members of the
US road safety community state:
Since its beginnings more than 40 years ago driver behaviour research has
sought such associations [between observed driver behaviour characteristics
75

DEATh ON THE STREETS

and accident involvement] as one of its primary goals. Although common
experience and intuition might suggest that such associations would be readily
found, much research effort has yielded little. 14

While the claim is made that a particular form of behaviour - giving shorter
is related to a record of accident
rather than longer headways on a freeway
involvement, other evidence quoted in the same article reveals no such significant
correlations. Also, there is a stronger link between a record for traffic offences and
the observed behaviour, but the decision to prosecute is itselfbased on observable
behaviour selected by police officers.
Propensity to get into a crash is related to numerous factors which are at best

only partly related to observable features of driving behaviour. Drivers may
manifest a higher than average level of risk-taking with some behaviours, such as
overtaking, driving with poor eyesight or inadequately maintaining their vehicle,
but not with others. And hundreds, if not thousands, of kinds of behaviour, all of
which have a degree of risk-taking involved, can result in crashes. Factors such as
fatigue, or reaction times dulled due to illness or medication, are unobservable to
roadside investigators anyway.
We also have to consider changes that occur overtime in response to life crises,
ageing and other effects which vary from motorist to motorist. This would add

another difficulty, even if we had good knowledge of the levels of risk-taking
across the spectrum of both observable and unobservable behaviour for a particular
driver at a given time in their driving career. The change in the levels of alertness
and vigilance are very small when we come to the question of less careful driving
behaviour induced by a greater sense of security through wearing seat belts. We are
therefore unlikely to get any reasonable indicator from this kind of study.
In the specific case of less careful driving behaviour induced by a greater sense
of security through wearing seat belts, we are talking about a slight change in levels
of alertness and vigilance of which we are highly unlikely to get any reasonable
indicator.
We therefore have attempts to relate subtle changes, which may be manifested
in a variety of different ways, to propensity for accident involvement, by referring

to one of the multitude of potential accident-causing factors, when this factor
(higher speed, shorter headwáys) has a dubious relationship to the proven propensity

for accident involvement. This means operating on a very weak theoretical base
indeed.
Yet opponents of the risk compensation idea have argued that: "For the risk
compensation hypothesis to be relevant to consideration of occupant protection
measures, its proponents must first identify actual behaviour changes that are
Berelated to fatality rates and that are the result of changes in perceived
cause the changes are so small, manifested in a number of ways over a period of
time and often not observable, we have a classic case of academics asking their
opponents to do the impossible - or refusing to understand what those opponents
are suggesting in the first place.
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Studies claiming to investigate the possibility ofrisk-compensatory behaviour
among belted drivers created a further theoretical problem. Small-group studies
comparedfeatures ofobserved behaviouramong voluntarilybelted drivers to those
who had not chosen to wear belts. During the years prior to legal compulsion,
substantial effort was expended on convincing motorists to wear seat belts. Those
who wore seatbelts at the time ofthese studies were ipsofacto probablymore cautious

drivers to start off with.'6Therefore, even with risk-compensatory behaviour displayed alter deciding to wear a belt, risk-taking behaviour might still be less in belt

weairs than among non-belt wearers.
One curiosity is that some opponents of the concept of risk compensation
claimed that it was never hypothesised for voluntary seat belt wearing. No risk
compensation theorist ever said this, but it did not stop the most influential figure
in this area of work in Britain's road safety establishment, G. Murray Mackay,
stating: "Notice the distinction between voluntary and compulsory seat belt use.
The hypothesis [he refers to the idea of risk compensation as "the Peltzman
hypothesis"] only applies to those who unwillingly conform to a belt law."1
One would wonder then what the point of doing work in voluntary regime
conditions was.
Discussing the difference of speeds between belted and non-belted drivers, and

noting a difference in mean speeds of 0.94 mph, Mackay stated: "Clearly the
difference in the mean speeds of less than one mph is of little importance."8 Yet
at the mean speed of 48 mph referred to, an additional speed of, say, ten mph might
be thought by the average motorist as very significantly higher and indicating very
high risk-taking; one mph would therefore be a significant increase, particularly
with the sort of slight and subtle changes we are talking about. One study claims
to show shorter gap acceptance by unbelted drivers when in fact at very low levels
of gap acceptance - where risk taking is particularly high the relationship is
reversed.'9

One small-group study performed research which this type of work should have
tried to do, but in no other case actually did. This Dutch study isolated motorists
who had been observed not wearing seat belts when they were driving in typical
conditions. Under experimental conditions their behaviour was compared with that
of belt-wearing drivers, and a comparison was made of their own behaviour when
wearing and not wearing seat belts. It did not just look at speed and following
distances (headways), but at eight different kinds of behaviour, much more than in
other studies. The work concluded that "Seat belt wearing leads to higher speed,
more irregular maintenance ofspeed, and later braking." (My emphasis)2° In other

words, the one piece of research which isolated non-wearers in experimental
conditions, and used the most extensive range of indicators of behavioural change
(albeit with a small sample), came to the opposite conclusion of all the others. It
was carried out only after compulsion had been introduced in Britain as well as the
Netherlands.

Another piece of small group research, a substantial study of attitudes of
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motorists in Europe with regard to belt wearing and associated questions, was done
just prior to legislation in Britain.2' Attitudes, rather than observed behaviour, were
used to indicate future driving behaviour after legislation. The authors found that
there was a lower perception of risk among those who always belted up under a

voluntary regime and concluded that "the possibility of a significant decline in
vigilance following enforced wearing of belts, has not been fully considered."
Writing about their research later they claim to have "warned at the time that seat
belt legislation... might unwittingly lead to an increase in collisions with other cars
and with pedestrians and cyclists."
Despite problems with relating attitudes to future driving, fmdings of this
nature should have been referred to in the parliamentary and other debates that
occurred on the seat belt question. Yet they were not, and even the opponents of
the legislation were unaware of this research, even though it was financed by the
major non-government fund supporting such research, the Rees Jeffreys Road
Fund.

The effed of compulsory seat belt wearing
legislation
According to Mackay's incorrect review of the evidence so far considered:
All the studies suggest that risk compensation does not occur and in fact, if
anything, people who use seat belts, either voluntarily or under compulsion,
accept lower levels of risk than people who do not use belts."

One would therefore expect the reduction of deaths and injuries following the
introduction of seat belt laws to be at least as great as that suggested in the claims
based on hospital and post-crash evidence and on experimental tests.
A number of countries introduced seat belt wearing legislation in the 1970s. In
1989 research was published in the Netherlands which involved the results of a

time-series analysis performed on car drivers' and passengers' fatality rates for
eight West European countries that passed seat belt legislation in the 1970s
(Belgium, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden and West
Germany). It found that "There was no discernible effect of seat belt legislation on
the fatality rare."25 (My emphasis). In other words, bearing in mind our knowledge
of the effect of seat belts after crashes have occurred, the legislation appears to have
led to motorists driving with less care than they did before.

The principal evidence suggesting risk compensation came originally from
John Adams. Since the Dutch evidence was not available at the time of the British
debate on seat belts, it was Adams's work which comes to similar conclusions

- which was discussed, and which we consider here.
Adams compared the record of 13 countries with seat belt laws with four
countries that did not have them. The "law" group included only countries that had

substantial increases in wearing rates following legislation. Countries that had
passed laws but about which there was little relevant information were excluded.
78

4. CLUNK-CUCK COVER-UP

The ones in the study included more than 80 per cent ofthe world's car population.
The road death tolls of all the countries were converted to indices, with 1973 set

equal to 100. (This was because 1973 was the year of the "energy crisis", with
higher oil prices and publicity about the benefits of slower driving reinforced in
many cases by lower speed limits; it was also when the death toll in the main
motorised countries began to decline after rising for many years.) These indices
included all road accident fatalities. Two composite indices, of the average of the
indices of the 13 countries with laws, and the four countries without, were
calculated. The index for the "law" countries fell by 17 points between 1972 and
1978, while the index for the "no law" countries fell by 25 points over the same
period.
This indicates no beneficial effect from the introduction of seat belt laws in the
1 3 countries compared to the four countries which did not introduce laws; indeed,

a worse record existed in those countries that introduced laws. Adams also
attempted to control for the effects of the energy crisis by looking at changes in
petrol consumption in the "law" and "no law" countries. Again, the allegedpositive
effects of seat belt legislation are not apparent. Because fatality statistics are more
reliable than injury statistics (as explained in Chapter 1), Adams based his work on
fatalities rather than injuries. However, he did refer to injury figures, showing that
if they were used the same story would be told.
To back up his case, Adams looked at each one of the "law" countries in turn
Australia, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, West Germany, the Netherlands,
New Zealand, Norway, Spain, Switzerland, Sweden and Israel comparing their
individual road death index to the "no law" index, and referring to the specific data
(such as wearing rates) of each country. Again, there was no evidence of beneficial

effects. Later work on Ireland and Canada's experience confirms this general
picture.
What kind of study claimed success from the introduction of seat belt legislation? The State of Victoria was the first legislature (where road accident fatality
statistics are reliable) to have a seat belt law, introduced in 1970. The studies of the
effects of that law, and of the laws introduced in the rest of Australia the following
year, were influential. Three of the main Australian studies referred to measured

change by fitting a straight line to the trend that existed in the years prior to
legislation - although no serious study of change over time can rely on simple
before/after comparisons, or on an assumption that departure from a straight line
fitted to the trend of a period immediately before the change being considered is
a departure from the real trend. Departures from the increasing trend in fatalities
in motorised countries in the I 960s were nevertheless attributed to seat belt laws
in these studies, when in fact the trend from about 1973 onwards was downwards
anyway. Making a before/after comparison on a downward trend, and attributing

decline to the change at the point between before and after, is an elementary
statistical mistake.

79

DEATh ON THE STREETS

Some criticisms of Adams
Mackay criticised Adams's methodology and the reliance on aggregated fatality
figures for all road user groups.27 The first criticism, which has been answered by
Adams,28appears to show a lack ofknowledge about the use ofindices in statistical
analysis, andmisrepresents some basic features ofhis method, as wellas suggesting
whereas risk
that Adams claimed that seat belt laws increased road deaths
compensation claims that deaths will not be reduced in the manner suggested (if
at all), which is different.
The second criticism is that, by referring to all road user groups, the effect of
increased fatalities in a group unaffected by seat belt use will affect the overall
picture. While seat belt users, and those who might be affected by worse driving
ifrisk compensation occurs, constitute a significant proportion of all those killed,
there are others to be considered in the total number. Mackay gives the example of
motorcyclist single vehicle only (SVO) crashes (when motorcyclists come off the
road irrespective of motorist behaviour); also pedestrians are hit by motorcyclists,
and so on.
The problem with Mackay's criticism is that one would expect the effects of
such other features to operate both in raising and in lowering aggregate fatalities,
and for their effect to tend to average out over 19 countries. It is too much of a
coincidence to suggest that confounding variables or unspecified factors could
have been responsible for the lack of benefit shown in each country. One could
equally argue that any significant benefit spotted by the advocates of belts was due
to unspecified confounding variables.

The Isles Report
One other study should be mentioned here: the Isles Report,29 which is distinguished by three features. First, although it restricted itself to a smaller number of
countries than Adams, it used a more sophisticated method of disaggregating road
accident fatalities by road user group. Second, it came to the conclusion that claims

for seat belt law effects were exaggerated, and that the likely effects in Britain
would be eit her minimal ornegative benefitsfor car users andan increase in deaths
and injuries for people outside cars. It claimed that the effect of seat belt laws in
European countries had been to increase accidents in every country.

Third, this study was never published - perhaps because it was produced
when the
April 1981
within the Department of Transport in Britain at a time
seat belt law was about to be passed. In fact it saw the light of day only when shown
unofficially to the magazine New Scientist nearly four years later.3°
Isles noted that "the predominance of positive effects [increased numbers of
injuries] is alarming... Since pedestrians account for 20 per cent of casualties in
Britain, and the effect seems to be significant for them, closer scrutiny is called
for." Also:
A simple model suggests no change in death rates, and an 11 per cent (+ or two per cent) increase in injuries for all classes of road user, to have been the
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effect of the law. However, comparison with two 'no-law' countries - and
common sense - suggest that this increase results from the model being too
simple, and that there is no significant law effect. A larger data base would be
needed to test a more realistic model.

Despite this caution, Isles also noted that "the prior probability of obtaining
eight positive results is 1:28", or 1:256.

The basis for caution is that the data base was too small. Yet it included
Belgium, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden and West
Germany, with Britain and Italy in the "no law" group. By comparison, most of the

impetus for legislation had drawn on the studies based on Victoria and other
Australian states, which provides a far smaller data base. The report also makes it
clear that "international comparisons provide the only information about the effect
of compulsory seat belt wearing." In other words, caution was urged on the basis
of Isles's evidence, whereas it had been thrown to the winds on the basis of less
complete, and wrongly analysed, information.

The British experience
Three studies were published in Britain on the experience of its seat belt law before
the experimental period was extended in January 1986.

(i) The Rutherford Report
The first was a hospital-based analysis of road traffic accident casualties carried out

under the authorship of one of the foremost seat belt campaigners, William
Rutherford.3' It dealt with car occupants only. As a one year before/after study it

had the faults of assuming that the existing trend was not already moving
downwards. It also assumed that there would bave been an increase in casualties
in 1983 without seatbeltlegislation, because of increased traffic and worse weather
conditions.
As explained earlier, while greater numbers of vehicles pose increased danger
for other road users, the increase in motorisation does not lead to a proportionally
equal increase in lives lost (particularly over time) as people adapt to the increase
in danger. In addition, with increased motorisation there tends to be a migration
away from the more vulnerable modes to car use where travellers are less at risk.
With a low increase in traffic growth, such as there was in 1983, there could
therefore be an overall decline in fatalities. This can occur because of reduced

speeds or other factors, such as greater awareness of an increased number of
vehicles, associated with an increase in congestion intensity, as well as modal shift
away from vulnerable modes.32 A decrease in serious casualties may in any case
be the consequence of snow and ice on the roads leading to reduced speeds.33

Rutherford noted that "The other measure in the

1981

Transport Act which

might have led to improvement was the clause which sought to remedy deficiencies
in laws which aimed at the control of drunken driving." In fact, some of the benefit
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claimed for seat belt law was instead a result of the drink-driving clause. This was

the first report to refer to it, but it failed to treat seriously the possibility of the
success of the anti-drink-drive measures (introduction of the evidential breathtesting machine).
First, it claims that: "the changes in the second year for Northern Ireland mirror
closely the changes in Great Britain", and the law applied only in Great Britain.
This contention is opposed by their own Table 66. Second, they pointto differences
between the experience on drivers and front-seat passengers as against rear-seat
passengers and state: "It is difficult to see how they can be explained on the basis
ofcontrolling drunken driving." This is a good, andnot isolated, example ofa study
completely missing the point. There never was a dispute about the effect of belts
when crashes had already occurred, but about the tendency of them to occur. The
balance between rear and front-seat passengers ' fatality or other casualty rates has
nothing to do with this.
(ii) The Scott/Willis Report

The Scott/Willis Report34 used a more sophisticated form of analysis than many of
the studies, disaggregating different road user groups, but it was still seriously

flawed. The model used, which applied to the years

1979-83,

cannot fit data

existing before 1979. Rather than try to fit a more complex model to cope with the
varying trend, the authors restricted themselves to a shorter period of analysis. As
with many similar studies, the report relied more on injury than on fatality statistics.
The reason, as usual, was that the larger numbers of injuries are more amenable to
analysis than those of fatalitieseven if they are utterly unreliable. Applied to the
effects of the British seat belt law, however, the story told by injuries is the opposite
of that told by the fatalities.
After complaining about the small size of fatality data, Scott and Willis reduce
it further by using monthly data; they then exclude data from non-built-up areas
when analysing vulnerable road users: "The vast majority of casualties among
unprotected road users occur in built-up areas, and it was thought that the inclusion
of casualty and traffic data from elsewhere might only serve to obscure any effects
which existed." But in the year in question, 1983, 42 per cent of cyclist fatalities,

per cent of motorcyclist fatalities and 20 per cent of pedestrian fatalities
occurred outside built-up areas. Hardly a tiny minority. If we take the case of
47

cyclists, using a basic comparison of figures for 1982 and 1983 in RoadAccidents

Great Britain, we see that the one really significant change that occurs is in
fatalities up by 28 per cent - in non-built-up areas. (This is a classic example
of the bias against vulnerable road users that appears when faster non-built-up
(NBU) roads, which have more serious crashes where there are vulnerable road
users involved, are compared to built-up (BU) roads.)35
So in two areas the report is biased against finding risk compensation effects:
that is in the use of the wrong kind of data, and a model which does not cover the
right time period. The Adams critique is not mentioned and the Australian studies
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are quoted without question. There is no reference to the Isles Report, available at

the time and wider-ranging and more detailed than the other evidence quoted.
Despite this, the savings attributed in the first year after the law were some 500
lives, which is significantly below the predicted amount. The possibility of a risk
compensation effect "cannot yet be dismissed".

(iii) The Durbin/Harvey Report
This report, by two professors of statistics, was commissioned by the Department
ofTransport. It specifically includes vulnerable road users, and has a methodology
which makes it one of the most if not the most - sophisticated forms of timeseries analysis ever used.36
Durbin and Harvey give good evidence that the risk compensation hypothesis
is correct. The seat belt law had increased motor danger - it had had a worsening
effect on driver behaviour, with dangerous consequences for people outside cars:
The large estimated increases of pedestrian and cyclist fatalities suggest the
possibility of some change in driving behaviour by some drivers of cars and
light goods vehicles after the introduction of the seat belt law.
However, they do not follow this statement through to come out clearly in
favour of the risk compensation hypothesis.
The problem with the Durbin and Harvey Report is that they did not properly
consider the fatalities-versus-injuries question and the drink-driving question. Nor
did they consider the shortfall between predicted savings and their own estimates,
or refer to the European and other evidence. The fault in the report lies to some
extent in not looking at some other relevant evidence, but more importantly in the
quality of the data used and the absence of consideration of an important variable
the alcohol factor. The best method in the world will be useless if the wrong
material is used in it. Durbin and Harvey's findings, and the criticisms of them, are

as follows:
(a) Increasing fatalities
In the two years after the seat belt law, the following fatality increases occurred for
rear-seat passengers, pedestrians, and cyclists killed in two-party accidents with

cars. They were increases above the prevailing trend identified in the report:
pedestrians, up 14 per cent; cyclists, up 40 per cent; rear-seat passengers, up 27 per
cent.

(b) Accidents with lorries and buses
While there was the above increase in deaths for two-party accidents with cars, the
numbers of both pedestrians and cyclists killed in accidents with lorries (HGVs)
and buses (PSV5) - for whose drivers the seat belt law did not apply actually
decreased slightly. If the reason for sudden increases in deaths for people outside
cars is a tendency to behave more carelessly dating from 31 January 1983, why was
this exhibited in the proximity of cars only, but not buses or lorries? Durbin and
Harvey point out that this number is too small to use as a control against the two-
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party accidents with cars. I think that these statistics are nevertheless another
element at least suggestive of risk compensation having occurred.
(c) Motorcyclists
New licensing regulations for motorcyclists were introduced at the same time as
the belt law, and for this reason were not included in the report. However, despite
the supposedly beneficial effects of the new regulations, and an apparent decline
in drinking-and-riding deaths, motorcyclist fatality rates did not decrease for the
first time in seven years.
(d) Fatalities versus "serious injuries"
We have the same problem that occurred with Scott and Willis: researchers relying
on unreliable "serious injuries" data (particularly unreliable in the case of vulnerable road users) in preference to the fewer but more accurate fatalities data. Again,
the two sets of data tell conflicting stories, with less or no significant change from
the serious injuries or KSI (killed and seriously injured):
We found a large discrepancy between the estimates of the increase in numbers
KS! and the increase in numbers killed which is hard to explain. Unfortunately
we do not have hospital data for pedestrian and cyclists seriously injured which

might be used to corroborate the findings for numbers KS!. Purely from the
standpoint of statistical analysis we again regard the results from the analyses of
numbers KSI as more reliable than the analyses of numbers killed.(My emphasis)

Proper scientific study requires both exactitude in the handling of numbers with
the appropriate methodology, about which Durbin and Harvey are experts, and also
a good knowledge of the status of the data used - of what the numbers used reflect
in the real world about which they were inexperienced. This was particularly so
with the rear-seat passengers, where "we fmd the large proportionate increase in
rear-seat passengers killed hard to understand."

(e) The drink-drive factor
There appears to have been a marked drop in drink-driving related crashes in 1983,
which is ignored in the report. The proportion of drivers killed found to be over the
legal limit fell from 36 per cent in 1982 to 31 per cent in 1983. And the numbers

killed between 10 pm and 4 am (the so-called "drink-drive hours" when drinkdriving is particularly associated with crashes) decreased by 23 per cent, with only
a three per oent decrease in other hours. This may be associated with the changes
brought by the legislation introduced in May 1983, including a 20 per cent increase

in roadside tests and prosecutions, as well as the new evidential breath-testing
machine (intoximeter) which facilitated this.
This change is illustrated more specifically in a graph in the report by the
Transport and Road Research Laboratory on this effect. 37This shows a pronounced

alcohol "blip" in 1982 for certain groups of car driver fatalities. The paper, by
Broughton and Stark, suggests mixed effects of the drink-driving law changes,
although there is a net beneficial effect in their fatal and serious casualty estimate.
It is perhaps worth noting that their paper was not published until shortly after the
84

4. CLUNK-CLICK COVER-UP

final parliamentary debate on the seat belt law in 1986. The official silence on the
drink-drive factor is in notable contrast to other initiatives on drink-driving, where
any supposed beneficial effect will be widely proclaimed. In this case, of course,
to do so would have taken credit away from the claims made for the seat belt law.

When pressed - but only when pressed this silence became outright denial.
The Parliamentary Advisory Council on Transport Safety claimed that the effect
was small and subtle in nature and that fatalities declined "at all hours of the day
and night".38Hardly veiy evenly. RoSPA's comment involved looking at averages
over long periods oftime, when the whole point about initiatives ofthis kind is that
they have an effect over short periods.39
(f) The shortfall

The original claim made for the law in the 1970s was that 1,000 lives would be
saved every year. Allowing for the wearing rate at the time the claim was made, and
for changes in the number of cars, the number would come down to about 700. The
claim made by Dr Murray Mackay at the time of the passing of the legislation was
600. The Durbin/Harvey Report gives two estimates, the higher not including what
happened to road users other than front-seat occupants, and a lower one allowing
for all road users. The figures given are 450 and 200 respectively for the two years
after the law came into effect. The best estimate, which does not take account of
an alcohol factor, is therefore significantly below the earlier estimate which was

based on an enormous amount of laboratory and hospital study. The lowest
estimate allows for the argument that even if some hundreds of pedestrians and
cyclists are killed as a direct consequence of such "safety" legislation, this is
acceptable provided the number of vulnerable road users killed is lower than those
saved.
Another way of showing the shortfall is to use a simple formula advanced by
the pro-seat belt road safety academic, Leonard Evans, to predict the proportion of
"lives saved" among drivers:40

F =ExAu

1 - Exu1

where E is the effectiveness of reduction in a crash,

is the original seat belt

wearing rate, and Au is the change in wearing rate after the law. Using effectiveness

levels of 73 per cent (the highest ever claimed), down through the 60 per cent
quoted later, down past the 50 per cent claimed by the Highway Code to the 40 per
cent claimed by Murray Mackay after the law was passed, I get figures of 43 per
cent, 34 per cent, 29 per cent and 26 per cent reduction respectively.
But the actual proportional decline of deaths among drivers claimed by DUrbin
and Harvey wasjustl8 per cent. In otherwords, the shortfall is atbestbyaboutonethird, and at worst by three-quarters of what should have happened, according to
the road safety lobby.
Besides, if an alcohol effect is included, and some allowance is made for the

effect on motorcyclists, not to mention possible flaws in the modelling, we
approach a minimal, or even zero, effect. (Incidentally, one might wonder, in the

85

DEATH ON THE STREETS

age ofcost-benefit analysis, how this mightbe calculated. Are pedestrians of equal
worth to car occupants, and if so, at what stage does one accept killing numbers of
them in order to "save lives"?)
(g) Other countries

Evengivenless supportforthe risk compensationhypothesis, the report should still
have referred to the Isles Report and other evidence, as the British experience in
the two years after the law might have been an exception. This is supposed to be
nonna! scientific practice.

The establishment response to the evidence
If the evidence for risk compensation by newly belted drivers had not been
publicisedby the vulnerable road users groups, it is dubious whether it would have
been discussed at all. The road safety lobby had engaged in a process of misconstruing and covering up existing evidence which did not say the things it wanted

to hear. This process continued in the parliamentary debates. The following
account details responses made in Parliament and outside at the time of the fmal
seat belt debates in 1986.'
The Isles Report

Speaking for the DTp in the House of Lords, the Earl of Caithness said:
The noble Lord referred to a report that he claims was suppressed by my
department. The report was not suppressed: it was not published because it
was based on evidence of some European countries that was out of date because
we were undertaking our own studies at the time. Now that we have the results

of those studies and the independent studies, speculation on what the effects
might be is no longer relevant.
The Isles Report dealt with the experience of seat belt laws in eight European

countries. It was not "out of date". As a report on the effects of legislation in
countries, even if more than ten years old, it still dealt with the effect of legislation
in the years immediately after the intervention. It was therefore relevant at the time
of the 1981 debate, when it was not published, and also relevant in association with
Durbin/Harvey in the 1986 debate. It is difficult to know what "our own studies"
were. Neither the Scott/Willis Report nor the DHSS Rutherford Report was being
worked on in April1981. Neither of them dealt with the European experience. Even

if less important than Durbin/Harvey, bearing in mind the problems associated
with this study which could have meant that the results were peculiar to Britain in
the immediate two-year period after legislation, the experience of other countries
should have been used as well.
PACTS stated that:
the study was not completed for several reasons. Most important was the late
appreciation that the methodology was unsuitable to isolate and describe the
effects of seat legislation [sic] in a scientific manner.42
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The study was completed: it has a reasonable methodology and no other study
of this aspect of the effects of seat belt legislation was carried out by the DTp, then
or since. One wonders how PACTS, a supposedly independent body, was able to

produce any reasons, let alone several, in support of the DTp's holding back of
research fmdings.
PACT's chairman, Barry Sheerman MP, seemed to have a different reaction to
reference to the Isles Report in the Commons debate. It was to ask, "What report?",
twice.
The alcohol fador
The Earl of Caithness claimed that the figures given in the Durbin/Harvey Report

took "all the factors, including drinking, into account". This is simply not true.
Durbin and Harvey did not allow for an alcohol effect.
Replying to the criticism about this omission, Durbin and Harvey admitted that
"there is no doubt this [the effect of alcohol] is an important
but were
dissatisfied with the basis for the criticism: "If one looks at the series to which he
[Adams] refers, 1982 appears to be an unusually high year compared to 1980 and
1981." But this is precisely the point. The kind of modelling used by Durbin and
Harvey would have included this 1982 "alcohol blip" as part of the trend, so that
when it subsided in 1983 (for whatever reason), this would appear as an effect of
the seat belt law.
PACTS suggested that "reference to national statistics has led some to conclude

that this drink-driving measure has made a greater contribution to car occupant
casualty reductions than seat belt legislation." Nobody had said "greater"
but
just sufficiently large to suggest that significant risk compensation by newly-belted
drivers had occurred. Again PACTS seems to have had privileged access to the
Transport and Road Research Laboratory (TRRL) report on the effects of antidrink-drive measures which had yet to be published, by mentioning "preliminary
study".The difference in casualty savings in the "drink-drive hours" and the rest of
the day was 23 per cent compared to three per cent
yet PACTS sees this as
casualty savings achieved "not.., merely in the 'drink-driving hours', but at all
hours of the day and night".
At least part of the establishment has made a volte-face. It is now claimed that
the measures taken in 1983 did have an effect. The TRRL's annual account of its
work states: "An evaluation of trends in drink-driving has demonstrated benefits
from the new legislation, introduced in 1983."«And the main statistics bulletin for
transport in London published by the DTp says: "There was a noticeable drop [in

car user casualties] associated with the introduction of compulsory seat belt
wearing and tighter drink-drive regulations in 1983" (my emphasis).45 This apparent volte-face has taken place after the debate, when the need to remove
conflicting explanations for fatality reduction is less strong. It is an indication of

the Department of Transport's estimate of the value of proper debate, not to
mention the safety of vulnerable road users, that such a reversal of views can occur
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so easily and so soon.

The shortfall
My honourable friend and others say, 'We heard a figure ofl,000 a year.' That
is true, but my honourable and learned friend will remember that, in those
debates,many ofussaid that ifonly 100 livesa year weresaved, itmust be worth
doing.
Anybody commenting on the shortfall was made to appear churlish, as if uninter-

ested in the fate of people killed on the road. The point was that if there were a
shortfall, a measure had been introduced which had taken lives as well as "saved"
them. One wonders why people so impressed by what would be, at the 100 figure,
a two per cent reduction in road accident fatalities were not militantly committed
to a whole range of measures which could have reduced the danger to all road users.

PACTS referred to the original estimate of 1,000 lives, made by Secretary of
State for Transport, William Rodgers in 1979, as "in all probability" referring to
the difference between 0 and 100 per cent wearing. This is unlikely. Based on
wearing rates at the time, the claim would still have been well above 700. Mackay's
own prediction in 1981 was "at least 600". The lowest one can get to on the PACTS
new estimate would be 550, orat least 25 percent from the higher of the two Durbin/
Harvey figures.

The Adams study
PACTS produced a short piece trying to demolish Adams' original work, which

repeated some of Mackay's earlier mistakes and showed more difficulty in
understanding the use of indices in statistical analysis.

The cycling fatalities
The increase in cycling fatalities was an embarrassment for the pro-belt lobby. As

with other findings, it was misunderstood, and discussed in terms of a cycling
problem about which something could be done in segregationist terms. The
hypocrisies and contradictions of such a position are dealt with later in this book.
The importance of the cyclist fatality figure was that, along with the other evidence,
it pointed to a more dangerous road environment being created by the law, with
more risk for all those outside cars, whether cyclists, pedestrians or motorcyclists.
For Stephen Ross MP, the increase could be attributed to the growth of cycling in
the late 1970s. In fact it had reached a plateau by the early 1980s, and the traffic
index for cyclists had been accounted for in the Durbin/Harvey Report.
A factor said to be relevant by Mackay48 and others was the allegedly increasing
use of BMX bicycles by children in the years in question. No evidence relating
BMX use to increased fatalities has been produced, and the increases in deaths were

spread evenly across all age groups. With its stunt-cycle image, not many
commuters or elderly cyclists ride BMXs.
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Seat bett legislation had contributed to a road environment that was significantly
more dangerous for cyclists and others outside cars

The politics of road safety legislation
The quality of the evidence presented to members of Parliament in the British
debate was in one sense utterly irrelevant to the decisions made. As the one account

of the debates puts it: "A large number of parliamentarians were content to
disregard the available evidence either partially or totally... The work of such
technical experts as John Adams or Murray Mackay has either been utilised very
selectively or dismissed in favour of anecdotal evidence in order to support specific
viewpoints."49 There was a refusal on the part of the pro-belt lobby to seriously
consider the implications of risk compensation. Either the vulnerable road user
"problems" could be dealt with (got out of the way?) without any reference to
motorist behaviour, or else the fate of the road user groups making up the majority
of the deaths on Britain's roads was just not worth thinking about.
Reading through the comments of MPs such as Austin Mitchell, a key figure
in the debates and also a supposed friend of vulnerable road users through his
membership of the All Party Friends of Cycling, a clear picture of the official view
of the debate appears. Motorists suffer danger, which is seemingly little to do with
their responsibilities on the road, but more like the inevitable "hand of fate" casting
danger on the innocent. Once this idea is accepted, the problems of danger posed
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to others can be pushed into the background, and the central issue of where the
danger comes from in the first place is lost yet again. "Road safety", in this view,
is something which well-meaning individuals can affect without having to question the dangerous consequences of the abuse of motorist power and privilege.
From then on it was simply a question of portraying the opponents as dogmatic
ideologists from, as Mitchell put it, "the provisional wing of the lunatic fringe of
the libertarian lobby":50 dogmatic ideologists, with just a hint of terrorism associated.

Mitchell, however, was wrong. Opposition, criticism and concern had come
from every organisation specifically concerned with vulnerable road users. Pedestrians (Pedestrians' Association), cyclists (British Cycling Federation, Cyclists'
Touring Club, London Cycling Campaign), motorcyclists (Association of Motorcyclists against Discriminatory Legislation, Motorcycle Action Group, British

Motorcycling Federation) and bodies concerned with non-car users generally
(Friends of the Earth, Transport 2000) had all expressed some concern about the
effects of the law. In the vote, unlike the earliervotes which had featured such nonTory "libertarians" as Michael Foot and J0 Grimond in the anti-lobby, opposition

to the law came from some Labour MPs in working class constituencies (John
Forrester, Eddie Loyden, Richard Ottaway, Bob Parry, Raymond Powell, Martin
Redmond and Dennis Skinner) concerned about the worsening conditions for
vulnerable road users.

Power
Whatever their proportion of suffering on the roads, in terms of power, the vulnerable road users were outnumbered. Barry Sheerman was keen to show that only
three out of 48 members of PACTS did not support the law. But since only three
organisations on PACTS were specifically interested in vulnerable road users, this
is hardly surprising.
The power of the road safety lobby was further cemented by its ideology. One
feature of this was its use of evidence. For Lord Porritt: "It is quite amazing that
the figures one gets are almost the same, whoever produces them... All the bodies
say very much the same thing." It is not amazing at all. The same report's findings
had been recirculating for many years, repeated time and again until they had

assumed the status of truth. All of them were seriously flawed, and counterevidence had been suppressed, not produced at all, published too late or was not
publicised or discussed properly.
Ideology

The road safety lobby was presented as a neutral body "saving lives". RoSPA had

said that if risk compensation theory "stood up to scrutiny RoSPA could not
car occupants
to the
possibly support legislation which aids one group
detriment of others."5' But, as this book shows, RoSPA, along with other sectors
of the lobby, has been criticised for supporting moves which effectively discriminate against vulnerable road users since its close associations with the motoring
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lobby arose in the pre-war years.
The picture of innocent motorists threatened by mysterious external forces was
reinforced by the persistent misconception of risk compensation. It was always
going to be difficult, ifnot impossible, to get the idea taken seriously. This is partly
because very slight changes in alertness and vigilance, longer term resistances and
average levels ofrisk- taking are involved. In the context ofindividuals who in any
case change their attitudes to risk-taking through the course of their lives, it is not
surprising that many people find risk compensation difficult to accept.
Yet these are not the reasons why the hypothesis was rejected. Motorists, like
all of us, do not like to think they are behaving without adequate care at the best of
times, and there is also a tendency to see oneself as better than average. The idea
of people behaving less carefully as they feel safer is extremely obvious; it is just
easier to accept when other people are the ones whose social responsibility is in
question. To some extent the best way of thinking about the issue is to picture
yourself driving a small, evidently uncrashworthy car with no seat belt and a sharp
spike through the steering column. Contrast this with driving a car advertised as
being highly crashworthy, cocooned from the elements, and with a seat belt. Does
it make sense to suggest that you will drive a little more carefully in one vehicle
rather than the other?
This resistance to the idea of risk-taking is exemplified by the comments of
long-time pro-belt campaigner George Robertson in the debate. For him, risk
compensation was:
a questionable, flimsy, tendentious theory [which] suggests that those who are
belted have more confidence and start knocking down pedestrians, cyclists and
motorcyclists... lam sure that the vast majority of the population would reject
that theory, and they have shown that they have done so by the act that they
continue to wear their seat belts.

In this formulation, the knocking down of vulnerable road users is almost a
conscious, wilful act by deliberately dangerous drivers not people like you or
me.
The business of knocking down has, of course, been going on for some time,
and has been done by ordinary, fallible human beings in charge of a singularly

dangerous piece of equipment. The seat belt issue is just another feature of a
balance between incentive to drive with care and respect for other road users' lives,
and a lack of incentive to do so. Robertson's formulation is one where drivers are
always highly skilled and careful. Apparently if they feel that an increase in the

slight chances of them hurting somebody else will occur, this will make them
abandon the cause of that increase, even if they are at risk.
My formulation is different. All of us balance risk against freedom. Motorists
pose danger under the best possible conditions. Reducing that danger to, for
example, the level of danger that vulnerable road users such as cyclists and
pedestrians pose, involves restriction and restraint. The risk of damage to oneself
is a major incentive to more care.
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The situation is ably summed up by what appears to be a legal enshrinement of

risk compensation. A report in RoSPA's magazine describes how the seat belt
safety benefit is consumed as a performance benefit: "In Germany coaches with
belts are allowed to travel faster than those without, thus allowing drivers to cover
more miles in the hours they are allowed." 52 Increases in speed are usually regarded
by the road safety industry as associated with a greater likelihood of crashes, and
more severe ones. The implication of the German legislation is that because there

is indeed less need to worry about crashes, a measure can be taken which will
increase the likelihood and/or severity of crashes. In Britain in 1988, 150 people
were killed in crashes where buses or coaches were involved; 136 of them were
outside the bus or coach.53 Even if the legal measure were not taken, if the experience of seat belt use in cars is anything to go by, it is likely that the safety benefit
will be consumed, legally or otherwise, by increased speed or otherwise, in ways
which are detrimental to those outside the coaches.
Other examples of a hypothetical nature could be thought of. For example, a
move to increase the size, weight and general crashworthiness of some cars in a

very obvious way, such that the remaining motorists would be increasingly
threatened by some other drivers who had become "safer". Such cases are simply
examples of what has happened with motoring over the last 60 years, aided and
abetted by the "road safety" lobby, at the expense of those outside cars.

Conclusion: the importance of seat belt legislation
Adams refers to the Hans Christian Anderson fable The Emperors New Clothes to
suggest that the road safety community has been taking part in a "grand conspiracy
of self delusion".54 There is indeed a naked truth of risk compensation: a common
sense notion backed up by the use of the methods of that community, as well as

alternative types of analysis. There is also a degree of acceptance of the thesis
among those who have bothered to examine the evidence.
But this is no fable where the innocent small boy can puncture a myth by simply
telling the obvious truth. Or rather, in so far as the myth is seen for what it is, the
brutal reality is that those in power simply do not care whether it is or not. This is
partly a cynical disregard for the more vulnerable victims of motor danger, who

happen to make up half of those killed on the road, and who were making the
majority of journeys at the time the law was passed.56
But it is also because ordinary road users are not really interested in whether
retrospectively analysed casualty rates decline against trends, or perhaps even
whether their own individual chances of being hurt or killed change: what they
want by way of safety is leeway to behave in the way they wish. The only problem
is that the leeway was given to the people who are the source of danger on the road,
rather than their potential victims.
Cannot the needs of the non-car users be ministered to now without worrying
about this episode? Unfortunately there are problems without easy solutions, as
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discussed in the rest of this book. The problem is that with a continuing tendency
to confuse the transitive and intransitive meanings of danger, the diversion away

from the source of the problem continues. Also, those at the time who were
genuinely interested in the vulnerable, but who wanted to devote time and energy
to seat belt promotion, were in effect tiying to pour petrol on the fire at the same
time as water. in those situations the best you can get is a return to the (inequitable)
status quo you had previously. Besides, the seat belt option was tried precisely
because

other means of protecting motorists were seen as undesirable or im-

practicable. These approaches which would have reduced danger to all road users
by restricting the motor danger at source were eschewed because they would have
been unacceptable to motorists.

The acceptance that motorists have a tendency to crash is an important
landmark in the culture of tolerance of motor danger. A subtle, but definite,
exacerbation of an already inequitable situation has taken place. As Murray
Mackay put it some years earlier:
road accidents.., occur with such frequency that they are a common function
of the machine (a car). As such they must be considered as a normal event in
the machine's life.
One could put it more bluntly by saying that motorists are accidents waiting to
happen. We have been pandering to that idea as an acceptable normality rather than
as a problem to be controlled. This process of distancing the motorist from their
responsibility to others (by referring to a function of the machine, not the driver)
has to be reversed. The tendency to crash has to be seen as a problem of those in
charge of the capacity to hurt others, and one to be restrained. Starting that process
properly - it has never been properly placed on the agenda - could happen with
an admission of the truth about this most important episode.
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The engineer's tale
IN BE VERLYHILLS a taxi will drive you up a ramp and to thefoyerofa hotel where

a doorman will take your luggage. After you've unpacked, don't tiy and take a
stroll, the doorman won't let you. You can only leave this hotel by car.
It's the logical extension of a "designing out" process that here in the UK
routes pedestrians over or wider roads; while recreational cyclists now headfor
the hills, claiming they' ve beenforced off-road. Ultimately, it is dangerous driving

behaviour that must be "designed out" if there is to be any real sqfety. Many
engineering developments have done quite the reverse.

+++
The most important approach to what has become known as "road safety" is that
of the civil engineer, traffic engineer or car designer. Engineers claim is that their
approach is non-ideological, objective, unbiased, clear cut and above all, scientific.
Yet this is not so. As with other occupations, engineers concerned with road safety
are bound by norms and values formed by particular kinds of power relation, and
which in turn reinforce those power structures. The underlying assumptions for
road, traffic and vehicle engineers determine the defmition of "the road safety
problem", the measures to be taken and the assessment of the effects of these
measures. These practices tend to be defined by engineers in ways which are biased
against the non-car user and betray a fundamental misunderstanding about human
behaviour in the road environment. They accept or promote dangerous forms of
transport and/or deny the failures or adverse effects of engineering methods.

What is engineering?
"Engineer", in the present context, is the term used by traffic engineers, civil
engineers, "biomechanics", vehicle designers and others. They are, broadly
speaking, concerned with the structure of vehicles and the road environment. Their
job is to engineer, or design, features of the road environment or vehicles in such
a way as to achieve the objectives of "road safety". Mackay defines their project

in a way which differentiates it from traditional educational and enforcement
approaches:
All people are as God made them, and often worse than that, and programmes
for changing road user behaviour very quickly founder on the subtleties of
human response and political limitations of the social manipulations of drivers
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and other users of the highways, HL Mencken once remarked that for every
complex problem there is a solution which is simple, neat and wrong. Unfortunately, many of the traditional road safety programmes aimed at behavioural changes come into that category.1
Putting it another way, we cannot do anything about the way people behave, so
let us just make it easier for them to avoid crashes (by, for example, straightening
roads for motorists) and cushioning them (and perhapsto a lesser and inadequate
extent
others) from the adverse effects of crashes when they occur.

The proposition that it is possible to eliminate or reduce a serious social
problem by design - without any of the messy problems of coping with human
behaviouris seductive. In the world as described by Mackay, while others deal
in the futile business of attempting to convince human beings to behave in a
different manner, he and his colleagues proceed with the real business. These cleareyed experts ascertain the "cause of accidents" and ways of reducing them without
straying beyond the hard, unquestionable, physical facts of life. They scientifically

establish a list of solvable problems prioritised in terms of costs and benefits.
Unhindered by political or ideological considerations (but misunderstood by
societies that starve them of finance and proper respect) they struggle on in their
honourable endeavour.
This picture is a fiction. As with all views of social issues that ignore the
distribution of power and influence in human societies, this approach is itself
ideological and political. Indeed, the quote from HL Mencken describing "simple,

neat, and wrong" solutions to complex problems is most appropriate for the
approach advocated by engineers.

The world of the engineer
The way engineers talk and write about themselves and their work presents us with
their view of the world and their position in it. The various features of this world,
inextricably linked and interdependent, are as follows:

(i) The irrelevance of human behaviour
By changing the nature of the environment in which people find themselves, we do
not have to worry about people themselves anymore. This asocial view ignores the
fact that human beings are intimately connected to the engineering project. It is
implied that engineers, the holders of privileged knowledge and expert skills, are
different from ordinary mortals.
More important is the assumption that people do not adapt to the introduction

of newly engineered environments. By failing to consider human adaptation to
perceived changes in their environment, engineers imply that human beings are
passive
although it is a passivity that the engineers attribute partially and when
it suits them.
For Mackay: "It does seem eminently sensible that where there is a direct,
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continuous feedback between the driver' s input and the vehicle response, some sort

of risk compensation relationship should exist."2 When does "feedback", or the
simple perception of risk, stop or start being direct or continuous? People tend to
transfonn their behaviour in response to a change in perceived risk, and numerous
factors contribute to the decisions we make. Why is it that something designed
explicitly to change the danger we are exposed to will not involve people adapting
to it?
Some 20 years earlier, Mackay seemed more willing to consider the possibility
of risk compensation:
"Improvements in the accident prevention characteristics of vehicles do not
lead to lower involvement rates. For example, the wet road adhesion oftyres has improved greatly in recent years. This is presumably an added
safety factor, and yet one result may be that drivers are more confident when
cornering or braking on wet roads now, and therefore drive faster and increase
the risk to the same level as before. Indeed there is some evidence to suggest that
road-users tend to drive so that in varying circumstances the 'perceived risk
necessarily

level' is kept constant. This difficult area I shall leave to more esoteric
publications."3

But little or no serious investigation into "this difficult area" has been made by
engineers in the intervening years.
It is bizarre to suggest that changes effected by engineers will not contribute to
the decision-making process. Even if these changes are not easily visible, or have
not been made into selling points for vehicles or "safety aids", the introduction of
safety aids and engineering schemes has a long-term effect. This long-term risk
compensation effect involves the effects of pandering to motorist behaviour, while
another aspect is the effect of constant claims that Britain's record is good and
improving.
Some engineers do accept risk compensation ideas, but only for particular
groups of road user, or for motorists in a direction which improves their perfomiance. So engineering which removes some danger from cyclists should be
treated warily because cyclists will develop "a false sense of security".4 Provision
for pedestrian crossings is treated with caution because it may "cause accidents"
as pedestrians adapt to the engineering change of the installation of a crossing.5
Motorists, on the other hand, not only are not so susceptible to changes which might

adversely affect their driving, but will
when confronted by more danger.

obey

the principles of risk compensation

This view is expressed in a particularly objectionable way by the former County

Surveyor of Dorset, JJ Leeming, in one of the few attempts to give the public an
explanation of the engineer's endeavour from the professional's point of view.
Discussing local residents' pleas to change conditions at places which looked
dangerous to them, Leeming writes:
It can safely be said that places which look dangerous do not have accidents, or
very few. They happen at places which do not look dangerous. The reason for
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this is simple. The motorist is as intelligent as the 'local people'. Ifa place looks
dangerous, he can see that it is so, he takes care and there are no accidents. He

does not want to have an accident, and he will take care at an obviously
dangerous place.6
This passage is particularly revealing. If motorists respond to perceived danger
by taking more care, why is it that they might not take less care with less perceived
danger? Then we have the comment that motorists "do not want accidents" the
classic defence of motorists' negligence, uttered with either wounded indignation
orbewilderment.7 At

worst it accompanies demands on the vulnerable to lose rights

to get out of the way of the motorist - for their own good; at best it is a denial
of the fact that, if accidents were genuinely "not wanted", greater care could be
taken.
Although engineers claim to be unconcerned with human behaviour, or at least
with changing it, there is here an implicit view of motorists as blameless innocents.
For those who might wonder why there are any accidents at all, given motorists'
capacity to spot danger, Leeming has the answer that there is "some trap in road

conditions which is not obvious at a glance, or where the conditions are too
complicated for the limited human machine to deal with in the short time
available."8 This trap (with, its connotations of menace and cowardice) must
presumably be eliminated, or at least be seen as "the problem". Thus natural
features of the environment, or even human beings outside cars, are to be seen as
problems for the innocent motorist (rather than the other way round). The "short
time available" could be extended by reducing speeds, but Leeming proudly stands
by his claim that he has spent.40 years of his life increasing traffic speeds.9

Leeming, of course, assumes one group of road users to be innocent and
competent, capable of adapting to dangerous conditions, but somehow unlikely to
adapt to safe ones. Their victims (when mentioned at all) are less innocent and
competent - they tend to constitute "the problem". When they adapt to conditions
by being scared off roads too dangerous to cross or cycle on, this is a step forward,
as accidents are reduced. But when they (presumably unlike motorists) adapt to
conditions being safer by venturing on to their roads, the "problem" is exacerbated.

The myth of neutrality
Engineers often claim, as part of their professional ethos, to be neutral. Yet they
tend to be biased against the vulnerable road user. Part of this comes from the
commitment to an idea of "road safety" which Part One of this book has shown to
be biased, and which is integral to their professional training and practice. Part of
it comes from aspects of their academic and career backgrounds not specifically
concerned with road safety. Like other middle-class professionals, the qualified
engineer is less likely to be disabled, working class, female or a non-car-user or
non-driver than members of the population as a whole.
In the case of road or traffic engineering, his approach is concerned with road
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building. While lip service is paid to certain kinds of planning for the needs of
people outside cars and for the environment, it is likely to be limited and to occur
within a road-building approach. Any engineer advocating a fundamental shift of
transport from car use to the more benign modes, as suggested in this book, swims

against the tide. People interested in reducing car use and promoting public
transportare unlikely to seek a training in roadbuilding orits associated disciplines.
Vehicle designers are also biased against those outside cars. They are unlikely
to think in terms of methods of automatically governing the speed of cars, or of

semi-automatic law-enforcing devices, as these may inconvenience motorists.
Instead, vastquantities ofexpertise and resources are poured into "safety" features
which protect motorists from their own or other motorists ' mistakes, not to mention

from the power and speed which make cars so dangerous. Despite the "Volvo
declaration" of June 1989'° (which anyway only applied to some kinds of urban
settlement), it is unlikely that carmanufacturers who employ designers will pay for

developments which involve restricting the use of motor vehicles, or any real
constraint necessary to improving the safety of people outside cars.
Sometimes the ideology of the engineer is made explicit in this respect. JJ
Leeming's book is openly written as a defence of motorists, whom the author sees
as unjustly accused of contributing to a dangerous road environment. The book
cover states its purpose clearly: "an essential work for all who are responsible for
our safety on the roads and should be widely read by all motorists whose interests

he champions so vehemently and so persi" For Mackay, writing at the
same time: "The motor-car, it should be stated quite clearly, is now the most
successful and most necessary of all engineering devices."2 Mackay now acknowledges the anachronistic nature of car use in cities of more than half a million
inhabitants.'3

However, in other respects his work is objectively opposed to the

interests of the vulnerable road user. It is not denying Mackay's integrity to suggest
that, were his findings more opposed to the status quo, he might be less likely to
receive funding for work at the Birmingham University Accident Research Unit

from the roads-dominated Department of Transport or from car and vehicle
component manufacturers.
Simply because the status quo remains unchallenged, there will be a tendency
to promote measures that make life worse for the vulnerable. This is partly because

of a commitment to do what is easiest, avoiding questions of dealing with the
fundamentals of car control, and placing restrictions (such as crash-helmets) on
vulnerable road users who are less politically powerful than the roads, car and lorry
lobbies.
Discussing this in the context of semi- or fully-automatic controls on the speeds
of cars, Mackay says:

"The technology is basically there... but it's just far too Utopian... You're
taking on the 19 million motorists in this country. If you are actually going to

take away individual control from the motorist.., that is so Utopian it's an
absolute non-starter... The technology is there, you can do it tomorrow... An
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overbearing government could probably use it as a nice source of revenue... I
don't think that asa professional I would be particularly effective going for that
sort of extremist position. I go for the things that are possible."4

Given the current interest, albeit small scale and limited to some residential
areas, one might be less pessimistic about the supposed "extremism" of, for
example, on-board speed governors (which have already been used in pilot
schemes on the continent)'5 gaining any kind of acceptance. It is also debatable
whether the views of 19 million motorists (even assuming they all hold similar
views) should be allowed to have such predominance over millions of other road
users
and be automatically endorsed by "mad safety" professionals.
Suggesting to Mackay that those who are not part of the solution may become
part of the problem, I was told: "Well, I'm past of the problem."

The myth of being scientific

Objectivity and neutrality are supposed elements of a scientific approach to
evaluation and assessment, which is claimed to be perfonned by engineers:
"One of the things that I have come to relatively recently, although I've always
had it there, is to introduce some decent hard science into it. Everybody, from
time immemorial.., has been thrashing around with opinions, good, bad and
indifferent... The thing that will change that is to get some decent science into
the subject, get better data... Once that side of it evolves, then you begin to get
facts rather than opinions, and then I think the subject will progress more."
This claim and here I quote Mackay to a scientific status, is also a myth,
failing in the following ways:

By not conforming to its own supposed standards;

By using theories and methods derived from simple notions of the
physical sciences which may be incapable of making correct statements
about human beings, transport and safety;
By having an ideologically defmed objective which is different from or
opposed to the proper aim of scientific work in this area;
By being inextricably linked to an unsafe transport system, and unable to
explain adequately its relationship to the power structure of that system.

According to Mackay as quoted above, "the subject" is at present at a "prescientific" level. The quality of data examined in Chapter 1 is indeed "a shambles".'7 Yet

the fact that we have not had adequate data reflecting levels of exposure
to risk of different road user groups has never prevented Mackay and his colleagues

from pushing forward various initiatives while claiming to have "scientific"
justification fordoing so. If it was importantto know the chances of vulnerable road
users being killed as a consequence of seat belt legislation before advocating such
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legislation, it was all the more important for someone claiming to be a scientist to
be in the ranks of the doubters.
In Britain it has for decades been common practice for highway and traffic
engineers to alter alignments of roads and otherwise engineer the road environment, particularly at identified "black-spots". The regression-to-mean effect has
beenknown about by statisticians for over a century; but its discussion specifically
in the context of the treatment of road traffic accidents dates only from the mid19805.18 Similarly, the possibility that treating a site might cause problems else-

where inthe areathe accident-migrationhypothesisis inmany ways common

sense; yet its consideration in the relevant journals is equally re'9
An in-depth analysis of the effects of engineering treatments carried out on a
number of routes in Cheshire between 1977 and 1987, considering both these
issues, was reported in the principal technical journal for highway and traffic
engineers in 1989. It noted:
If the effects of treatment on accident frequency [at the neighbouring sites] are

ignored, then the effects of engineering treatment appear better than they
actually are [je, treatment effectiveness is overestimated or the adverse effect
of treatment is underestimated]. If both the regression-to-mean effect and the

change in accident frequency [at the neighbouring sites] is ignored, then
treatment appears to have been effective for all cases.2°

But when these effects are considered, there aie appreciable regression-tomean effects as well as effects on neighbouring sites, giving "the net increase in
accidents which appears to have followed the application of engineering measures
on the study network." (my emphasis)2'
Engineering measures have long been carried out and legitimated by justifications of scientific assessment and evaluation of their applicability and effects.

When basic scientific concepts are used to analyse these activities, they are
revealed as inadequate or even counter-productive. The real question, however, is
not how engineers can find the data and analytic techniques to bring their enterprise
up to the level of sophistication required to justify its existence; but whether they
should be carrying on in this way in the first place. As Part One shows, traditional
number-crunching positivism in the social sciences has many problems inherent in
its very theory and methods.

There is an inherent tendency to accept the status quo and neglect wider
underlying social forces. Long-term cultural and macro-social characteristics
cannot be identified and measured as simple "factors" to be entered into a computer

model, nor can they be coped with theoretically or accounted for in engineering
discourse.
Epidemiological approaches, by failing to recognise the way people adapt to
changes in their perceived circumstances, are limited. Traditional approaches
assume that the engineer or policy-maker's intervention ma complex social totality
affects one feature but somehow avoids affecting others with which it is inextricably linked. This would be inadequate in any academic discourse linked to social
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policy, and changes associated with, or generated by, road safety intervention are
widely implicated in exacerbating the problems of a car-oriented transport policy.
This can be summarised by considering a study of risk compensation by two
American researchers.22 Its purpose was to examine parameters under which risk
compensation in driving can occur. The basis of the study was the establishment
of links between certain observed behaviours (deviations from prescribed lane,
speed, stated feelings of safety) and the wearing or non-wearing of seat belts in gokart driving volunteers in an experiment set up by the researchers. The study found
a degree of risk-compensatoiy behaviour which could be attributed to the wearing
of belts. Besides giving support to a view continually dismissed by road safety
professionals for decades, this fmding raises other questions.
(a)

To what extent are the conditions for volunteers in go-karts on a US
campus experiment applicable in other circumstances
for different
kinds of individual, different kinds of vehicle, different kinds of "safety
aid" or different countries with different traditions in road user behaviour?

(b)

Would the compensatory behaviour change over time as users became

accustomed to the device, and how would such changes occur for
different kinds of user in different vehicles, etc?
(c)

Given our inability to measure levels of alertness and vigilance directly,
how could we tell what compensatory changes were occurring anyway?
To some extent these questions can be looked at by doing what was partially
done in some countries: time-series analyses of the effects of compulsory seat belt
wearing. This was limited by the poor quality of data, which the road safety lobby
admits, and the fact that studies which came up with uncomfortable answers were

covered up or misinterpreted, which it does not. But even the best-time series
cannot produce answers to questions concerning the long-term picture: how has
compulsory seat belt wearing, for example, affected any or all of the attitudes and
beliefs, stated orhidden, which govern the way we behave in the road environment?

Carrying out time-series analysis is difficult enough, given the problems of
isolating relevant variables. What happens if there are underlying cultural variables,
both affecting and being affected by a given intervention, which cannot even be fed
into the best possible future model?
Then there is the question of the aim of road safety research. It is supposed to

aid measures to "prevent accidents". But, as Part One showed, the realisation of
such an aim can conceal increases in accident rates and it is based on attempts to
quantify something which is difficult (because of inadequate data) or impossible
(because it tends to make sense only in subjective terms) to assess. Even the chance
of being hurt (the "accident rate" for specific user groups in specific situations) has
to be seen in the context of the external danger implicated in causing that rate. If
the quality of life is to be the concern of road safety engineers, it has to be seen as
related to reducing danger. Ifa reduction in perceived danger occurs, the accident
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rate may not be reduced at all. When it comes to assessing danger and its perception
we have to assess factors producing "accident rates", but different from them; the

ability to quantify these factors is likely to be elusive.

Except in rare and distorted instances, the road safety industry has not
considered such a way of looking at danger on the roads. Its view of the analytic
or academic part of road safety - what Mackay calls "the subject" - tends to be
different from and/or opposed to this approach.
The same holds for another area of supposed science which is intimately linked
with the endeavour of the road safety professional, whether through the use of
COBA or similar procedures in road building or the economic cost of accidents
continually referred to by Mackay and others namely cost-benefit analysis (see
the introduction to Part Two).
Questions of how much danger there should be, for what kind of road user and

how we should accept attempts (and who by) to alter our perception of it,
essentially question the power and freedom afforded to different road user groups.
The true nature of this power, and how the "road safety" enterprise is part of it, is
obscured by the aura of supposed science which engineers draw round themselves.
Some engineers are aware that their work is related to general transport policy
issues. Mackay wishes to develop a unified transport science,based on understanding
the way transport, environmental and safety questions are interrelated: "No body
of knowledge exists to measure, let alone judge, the effects of these interactions...

The current structure... can best be described as a number of isolated islands of
knowledge separated by an ocean of ignorance."23 Certain aspects of a legitimate
approach might not be very different from what occurs, or is supposed to occur, at
present with some road safety academics. But as far as linking the existing "islands
of knowledge" is concerned, we should be doubtful about the foundations of these
islands, let alone their extension or linking, and in many cases we would be better
off trying to float in the sea.

The myth of the expert

For the supposedly objective, neutral, scientific practices of engineering to
flourish, it must be staffed by special people. These special people are called
experts. One of the problems engineering has in being able to account for itself is
that of adequately justifying the privileged status of these experts. Whatever their

"expertise", to deal with questions of equity, energy, pollution, environment,
public transport, and so on, means using tools these engineers are not provided
with. It also means confronting a dominant ideology obsessed with car use.
In confronting this ideology they would have to explain their own role, a role
linked with the engineer's conception of the ordinary road user or "lay person". As
explained above, the precise view of human beings will depend on the degree to
which the engineer in question sympathises with the type of road user concerned.

For the overt supporter of virtually unrestrained motorist privilege, such as
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Leeming,24 motorists

are competent and basically benign, although they require
some assistance in making life more convenient. Other road users, even with less

obviously biased engineers, will tend to be viewed with a more patronising
tolerance, and with concern that any convenience or facility provided forthem wifi

lead to a "false sense of security". While some engineers genuinely do wish to
provide more facility for the vulnerable, their efforts tend to be limited by the
pressures of mass car use which they either wish to defend or see no way of
ernding.
Whetherthe roaduseris tobe seen asbasically soundthe same kind of person
as the expert - or is to be patronised or controlled, at some stage the engineer has
to relate professional practice to the subjective world of the lay person or ordinary
(as opposed to expert) road user. The issue will be to detemiine how to relate their
own subjectivejudgement to that ofthe ordinary road user. ifengineering a "blackspot" to make it safer allows motorists to relax and cause accidents at neighbouring
sites, where previously they would have been more careful or if engineering a
site causes motorists to relax even at the site itself, so that no reduction in accident
rates occurs even there what is the engineer to do?
Wright and Boyle, two engineers aware of risk compensation, accident migration and the illusions created by ignoring the regression-to-mean effect, worry over
this in a review of the contemporary road safety engineer's practice. In addition,
they consider the interaction of "objective" and "subjective" risk. This question is
the most basic of all: what is the causal chain leading to a given accident frequency?
As they observe, there is a constant interaction between the danger presented to a
road user, their perception of it, and accidents. Accident rates do not just represent
the outcome of the interaction of the first two of these elements, they feed back in
as part of a causal chain. Engineers attempting to assess risk have to consider what

Wright and Boyle call "ambient risk", a sort of fixed external danger (such as a
sharp bend) which poses a risk independent of the perception of the road user. Then

there is the subjective assessment of that risk. Accidents will occur most often
where road users' perceived risk underestimates ambient risk most often, or to the
greatest degree.
Of particular relevance is the problem of assessing risk:
There appears to be no immediate hope of finding a suitable measure of
ambient risk.., it would appear that the various components of ambient risk
can only be assessed qualitatively through a visual examination of the site by

'experts'. These assessments are themselves subjective, and it may not be
possible to express the results in terms which are directly comparable with the
subjective assessments made by ordinary roadusers.v

What, then, is the difference between the expert and the lay person? The
profound implications of this question are masked under the cloak of supposed
agreement on the meaning of "road safety". The conclusions to the discussion on
the role of the modern engineer initiated by Wright and Boyle - who are radical
in their attitude to contemporary engineering practice
is revealing. The road
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users specifically referred to are drivers, and the desirability of attempting to
reinforce subjective risk as a means of zducing accidents while keeping ambient
risk the same is objected to partly because itcouldmake driving more stressful. The
objective of the road safety engineer is still seen as "accident reduction" with all
the problems that flow from that definition.
The discussion of the role of experts, who have essentially to make subjective
judgements conforming to the likely subjectivejudgements of road users who are
human beings like themselves, raises the following issues:

Which road users are being considered? What is socially desirable about

their form of transport and to what extent should it be controlled or
regulated?

Who should be entitled to intervene in these matters?
What should the objective of "road safety" engineers be?
What kind of science should they utilise?

These are questions about the power and freedoms of different road user
groups, about transport policy and the environment. They are implicated in the
everyday actions of engineers. On the rare occasions where they are openly
addressed, they are generally dealt with inadequately and/or wrongly.

Conclusion
The culture of road safety engineering has a pernicious effect on any proper attempt
to reduce danger on our roads in line with a rational and fair transport policy.

Engineers and road safety "experts" continue to press on with a "scientific
method" which regularly fails to meet its own criteria. It may be investigating
relatively trivial "safety aids", from additional rear brake lights through to
reflective side-walled bicycle tyres. Or it may be the more important areas of
vehicle crashworthiness or road engineering. The "research" will reflect, implicitly
or explicitly, a view of the "road safety problem" tending to bolster a dangerous
status quo and be biased against vulnerable road users.
Sometimes findings which do not fit in with the received picture are dismissed
(or not published). At other times the criteria required to validate research which
calls for speed controls for the benefit of all road users are expected to be far more
stringent than those for research on protecting the occupants by wrapping them in
more crashworthy vehicles.28
This may be explained in terms of the source of research funding or the pro-road

and pro-car bias of engineers, or in the acceptance of the pervasive ideology
surrounding car use. It may further be seen in terms of the refusal of any "scientist"
to cope with evidence, however obvious, showing their activity to be based on false
assumptions, or in terms of an inability to understand what a genuinely scientific

approach to the problems - including, of course, knowing how to define the
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problem in the first place - would look like. Overall, the inertia of ideology
combines with the vested interests of the powerful to resist the prospect of change.
People who claim objective, scientific expertise happen also to control policy. 29

Sometimes their ideas and practice coincide with what should happen, but we
cannot be sure of this until the basis for a project to replace "road safety" has been
properly constituted. This will indeed involve scientific expertise, but be based on
a science which properly accounts for human behaviourfrom risk compensation
through to the professional ideology of practitioners. An endeavour of this nature
should be open about its links to transport policies, and the policies themselves
should be the appropriate ones for future societies. This science will have respect
for the needs of members of the community who have so far seen more of the
disbenefits than the benefits of mass car use, and whose common-sense knowledge
of road user behaviour often has more insight than the "expertise" of the engineer.
It need not abandon the positivist approach (there should be room for competing

philosophies), but if it does maintain it, it must also consider approaches which
examine the apparently seemlessly inter-related behaviour of road users, whether
dealing with local behaviours or wider cultural changes. This science must be
aware of compensatory tendencies (accident migration, smokescreening, risk

compensation etc) and the effects of institutions and ideologies in the wider
society. When this happens, the authority that engineers crave will be deserved.
Meanwhile, there is a need to be honest about what engineers achievements
have been. The wrong group of road users have been pandered to in the process of
"designing out" motor danger. Indeed, the danger, which could and should have
been designed out has been reinforced
in effect, designed in. Engineering's
legacies include the distancing of responsibility from the central fact that some
human beings have the potential to damage their fellow human beings. When

human behaviour is separated from "the problem", and when the arena of
discussion becomes dominated by supposed experts dealing with cost-benefit and
number-crunching, the evasion of responsibility becomes inevitable. As with other

areas in "road safety", causing "accidents" has been discussed without really
confronting this central fact.
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6.
The educator's tale
CHILDREN PLAYING on a residential street: a problem? Well, yes, after all
"Roads are for cars and lorries - not for pedestrians", says the Caring Parent
guide to child road safety.
Does it really have to be this way? Have we created a society where only
the occupants of cars and lorries count? And is the promise that road safely
education holds out in reality a false one?

+++
Few accidents arise.., from ignorance of how to drive, and a much more
frequent cause of disaster is undue proficiency leading to excessive adventure.
Winston Churchill, then Home Secretary, responding to a 1911 TUC delegation demanding
the introduction ola driving test.'

If the reduction of the numbers of road traffic accidents involving children is
taken as the ultimate goal, then the evidence that (their) training and instruction
can achieve this must at the present time be regarded as only suggestive... The

extent to which it can.., remains unclear, and it is difficult to envisage
indisputable evidence to support it being produced in the foreseeable future.
OECD,

1986.2

In terms of accident reduction benefits, very few studies have ever demonstrated any benefits of education programmes and publicity. Some would say
the situation was even worse.
CS Downing, senior researcher at the Transport and Road Research Laboratory.'

Although there have been many studies of the influence of driver education on

crash rates, none with acceptable methodology has shown that those who
receive driver education have lower crash rates than those who do not.
Leonard Evans, Principal Research Scientist, General Motors Research Laboratories.4

Educationusually taken to referto training and publicity for the different classes
is traditionally one of the "three Es" of road safety, along with
of road user

Enforcement and Engineering. It is probably the approach most commonly
identified with "road safety" by the general public. Most of us are familiar with
instruction on road crossing procedures at school and advertising campaigns in the
mass media. For motorists there is the instruction required in order to pass "the test".

6. ThE EDUCATOR'S TALE

In ternis of success, even as defined in the limiting teims of the road safety
lobby, educational methods are the least promising. This was officially stated in the
Department of Transport publication, Road Safety: The Next Steps,5 but it has been
known for years. Trying to reduce accidents by educational methods has a number
of intractable difficulties.

While these are worth looking at, the main focus of attention should be the
assumptions underlying the practice of road safety education. Like so much else

under the naine of "mad safety", these betray an uncritical acceptance of the
transport status quo with attendant discrimination against the vulnerable road user,

and a failure to confront the source of danger. Of course, there is a genuine
commitment from some educators to train road users to respect the safety of others;
but the basis for success is lacking.
At best, mad safety education leaves the central issues untouched; at worst, it

bolsters present discrimination and danger. It fosters deference among users of
vulnerable and benign modes of transport, while giving confidence to (without
assurance of responsibility from) the users of dangerous modes. It creates an
illusion, through advertising campaigns, that something is being done "for safety".
And it plays a part in confusing the transitive and intransitive meanings of danger
the difference between one's own safety and that of others, often inculcating this
confusion in impressionable young minds.

Why educational methods "fail"
Training does not achieve the formally stated objectives of road safety professionals because, in the case of drivers and motorcyclists, its present form increases the
potential number ofpeople in a position to cause danger. Were the level of educational achievement to be tested regularly to satisfy a high level of acquisition of
skills, far fewer motorists would be legally entitled to drive
and such criteria
would be opposed by the motoring lobby. Drivereducation is there to facilitate, not
control, and therefore increases the risk to all road users.6
The second problem is that skills are acquired which can encourage the taking
of additional risks. When confronted with the evidence of the failure of training
schemes, the response of professionals is that some form of training should occur

even if more people become road users of the type in question, as they will
inevitably join that mad user group anyway. The aim is, therefore, to reduce the
level of danger for the amount of exposure that will occur in any case. Yet even here
the evidence is not impressive.7 Giving people more skills does not mean that they
will use them - and they may absorb the safety potential as performance potential.
As with a performance car, driving skills valued for their ability to help motorists
get out of trouble can be used to get into trouble in the first place.8
There are enormous methodological problems in assessing the effectiveness of
training schemes, above all in connecting what may be only change in one area of
accident causation to accident frequencies, accounting for the OECD's verdict
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quoted above. This most extensive recent review of child safety education points
out difficulties in relating knowledge accumulated and resultant behaviour. For

behavioural change to occur and be maintained, it "requires programmes of
instruction that are far more intensive than has conventionally been the case in the

past. Even then... there are some instances where intensive instruction has not
resulted in discernible change in behaviour."9
The problems of education succeeding are not simply the often-mentioned ones
of the need to repeat training regularly and give it at an intense level. They are not
even problems of assessing the worth of different programmes accurately in order

to prioritise allocation of resources. The real problems are the deep-seated
tendencies of human beings to take certain levels of risk, and to do so in a particular
kind of transport system. The persistent tendency to balance risk against freedom
means that education will have limited or no beneficial effects. More specifically
the vulnerable will be at the mercy of the potentially dangerous, however carefully
the vulnerable behave.
The potentially dangerous, whatever nuisance the vulnerable may cause them,
will suffer principally at the hands of other members of the same road user group.
Their behaviour will be affected by the extent of the loss of freedom associated with
taking more care and less risk, and by cultural and ideological determinants of the
appropriate behaviour of road users. Unless there is a constant altruistic commitment to the safety of others, there is no reason to suppose that people will accept
the rules of safe behaviour which education might provide.

Road safety education, as presently conceived, is therefore incapable of
seriously restricting the capacity of those with destructive potential to hurt others.

However, in another sense it does indeed "work". It fulfils a particular social
function as a set of practices underpinning the dangerous status quo. In this it
operates against the aims of an equitable, decent or civilised approach to danger on
the road.

Safety and "the test"

(i) The struggle for "the test"
The driving test which British motorists must pass in order to possess a valid
driving licence was brought in only after prolonged campaigning, against bitter
opposition. As early as 1903, debate in Parliament and elsewhere had mentioned
the need for a means of testing people before they could be entrusted with a
motorcar.'° Along with associated demands from a public increasingly concerned
about a rising total of road deathsfor measures such as speed limits, compulsory
insurance, law enforcement, licensing and the registration and numbering of
vehicles, its introduction was fought with tenacity by the motoring organisations.
As one account of this battle, which is not unsympathetic to the motorists' cause,
states: "What they had to overcome in order to get the necessary legislation on the
statute books was the determined, articulate and well-fmanced opposition of the
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powerful car lobby.""
Considering the road and vehicle conditions of the 1930s, the campaigners'
case for a test seems irifutable, and the opposition to it an example ofhow ruthless
the motorists' lobby couldbe. Yet there was agooddealofhumility in the approach
ofthe campaigners, whether in organisations such as the Pedestrians' Association
for Road Safety or leader writers reflecting public horror at a road toll which had
reached an all-time high in 1934, the year before the introduction of "the test".
There was no basic opposition to mass motoring as such from the campaigners.
Despite the fact that a minority of road users had completely transformed the road
environment in less than two decades, their demands were moderate, to say the
least. The call for a 30 mph speed limit, for example, has to be seen in the context
ofpoorandunreliablebraking capacity, less reliable road surfaces and road layouts

far more difficult to negotiate than now. Private motoring was exclusively a
middle- and upper-class pursuit,'2 cycling a predominantly working class one; but
the issue was rarely seen as one of class politics)3
The campaign for "the test" was, then, a request for motorists to become a little
more responsible, rather than a serious attempt at control. Part of a humble and
placid approach, it was typified by those campaigners who tried to achieve their
ends, like cycling and pedestrian safety campaigners today, by friendly persuasion
using their own driving behaviour as an example. if they could drive with care and
respect for other road users, why couldn't other motorists? Like other approaches
skirting the fundamental problems of road danger, the campaign was always going
to have limited
or even negative
results.
The dangers of the driving test - so accurately perceived by Churchill were
not (and are still not) appreciated. Instead the RAC complained that it would be
wrong to demand a test for a driving licence when one was not required for a dog
licence. In the event, driving tests became compulsory for new licence holders
from June 1935. It was a double-edged victory. Benefits are not only inadequate
in terms of screening out incompetent drivers or providing proper training, but are
absorbed by encouraging feelings of pride and supposed fulfilment of responsibility.
(ii) The nature of "the test"

After a period of instruction, learner drivers are required to drive for about half an
hour showing a knowledge of the Highway Code and the ability to carry out basic
manoeuvres. This is probably the last time that many drivers seriously attempt to
obey the Highway Code. Roadside observation indicates frequent and regular rule-

breaking by many, if not most,

motorists)4

And spot checks reveal that most

motorists are ignorant of basic elements of knowledge of driving that they may be
examined on in "the test", such as ability to recognise basic road signs.'5
The chances of being caught for behaviour which flouts the Highway Code is,
as shown in Chapter 7, minimal, even for those potentially dangerous behaviours
which can be seen. if there is no attempt to ensure that people obey the laws they
are supposed to follow, why get them to display knowledge of them? Also, as the
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existence of so-called advance driver training indicates, why test at such a low
unlike for any other semi-skilled
level? And why the implicit assumption that
task people's ability will not decrease over time (with 'the test' ourring once
in a lifetime if driving)V6
There is a defence of"the test" against these charges. Itis that about half of those
taking it fail, and that therefore it must be a stringent examination ofdriving skills.
The Department ofTransport does notbotherto compile figures dealing with longterm chances of passing. My impression is that those who are determined to gain
a driving licence fmd it quite easy to pass "the test" by taking it again and again,
without necessarily acquiring more skills. I would argue that a real indicator of
chances ofpassing for those prepared to take a test, for example, five times, would
be nearer 80 to 95 per cent.
These are not new criticisms. It should be obvious that taking "the test" is of
little value in preventing motorists from being dangerous. Despite this it is still
thought of as an important commitment, or even concession, made by motorists
which cyclists (or even pedestrians) get away with not making.'7 Even a difficult,
regularly repeated test would not close the gap in the potential to break regulations
or inflict damage that exists between motorists and the benign road user groups.
Not only is "the test" a weak control, then, its socialfuncrion is largely to provide
a defence against accusations of antisocial behaviour, whether it actually minimises the likelihood of antisocial behaviour or not.
The reason for putting inverted commas around the phrase "the test" is partly

to cast doubt on its supposed function as a genuine restriction of dangerous
behaviour. It also needs to be seen as an element in the successful completion of
a rite of passage. Its role is to confer on the person who passes the idea that they
have become a responsible road user, superior to others who have not. In this sense
anybody seriously committed to a career of careful
"the test" is dangerous
driving needs a sense of humility, rather than the pride associated with passing. It
is arguable that its existence does more harm than good.
Nearly 60 years after its introduction, initial results were published of research
on whether drivers who had passed "the test" would be able to pass it within the
following two years. In a survey of 400 such motorists, just under half were unable
to pass it. The main reason given for their failure was overconfidence.'8
(iii) A proper test?

To meet the criticisms of inadequate training and testing, and that testing should

occur after the driver has some experience of driving alone, various forms of
advanced driver training have been introduced. They are also open to criticism.
First, there is doubt about the levels of effectiveness of the various tests for
those who take them. Particularly at the level of the less sophisticated defensive
driver training, there may be no benefit in terms of reduced tendency to become
involved in accidents.'9
There is, however, evidence that people who pass an advanced driver test will
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have better accident records afterwards than those who fail it. The most frequently
quoted is a 1972 TRRL study of the difference between successful and unsuccessful Institute of Advanced Motorists (JAM) test candidates. Those passing had 25
per cent fewer accidents over a three-year period after the test than those failing.20
The JAM claims a conviction rate among its motorists of 1.9 per cent as against a
national average of 10.4 per cent, although this is not corrected for age and other
variables - those who want to take the lAM test may in the first place already be
less likely to have accidents than a national average. For this reason the possibility
of making such a test compulsory has been raised since at least the late 1960s. It

has been opposed successfully on the grounds that "the cost of introducing and
maintaining such a test is... unacceptably high. But this is only part of the story.
Training which would teach people how to drive carefully is time-consuming,
particularly if regularly repeated. Besides, a substantial proportion of the current
licence holders at present on the road would lose their licences if regular testing at
a proficient level were required. It is estimated that if the RoSPA advanced drivers
test were to be compulsory for licence holders, some 30 to 40 per cent of current
drivers would lose their licences, even after being offered appropriate training. 22The

motoring organisations are unlikely to support a measure which would sizeably
reduce their membership, revenue and power.
More demanding training and testing are limited for the same reasons that limit
all attempts to control the dangers which motorists present to others - namely the
unwillingness of motorists to accept them. At present the membership of the 1AM
constitutes some 90,000, or about 0.45 per cent of all licensed motorists, with a
smaller number of motorists having passed other similar tests. This tiny minority
are a self-selected group prepared to admit that their skills might possibly be

deficient. Central to the ideology of the motorist is the idea that driving is a
personal, private matter. When added to notions of prestige and pride, this is hardly
likely to lead to the kind of humility and self-criticism required to accept repeated
rigorous training and testing.

The "elite driver"
There is a long history of the notion of the elite driver. It is linked to the prewar days
when private motoring was outside the experience of the working class, and even
to the earlier experience of motoring as an adventurous sport for the wealthy. Along

with this sense of privilege came the idea that motorists should, out of a kind of
noblesse oblige, behave in a courteous fashion towards other road users. In the era
of mass motoring this spirit persists in the idea of the "knight of the road", linked
to advanced driver training orto the use of high-prestige cars. Reducing the chances

of hurting others is regarded as important, but as an act of a sort of feudal
benevolence exercised by superior people, out of choice.
A good example of elite driver ideology is to be found in the book issued to new

Porsche owners in Bñtain.n The expert driver is compared to a first-class sports-
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man or sportswoman; also: "The master driver shows by example that he or she is
an expert... They are high achievers, people who are never satisfied with their own
performance and always searching for perfection."24
It may seem churlish to criticise a guide which disseminates the rules of careful
driving. The Porsche Driving Book reminds drivers of correct headways and the

fact that "a car can be a lethal weapon", emphasising the matching of braking
distances to depth of vision and correct behaviour with regard to cyclists and
pedestiians. If all motorists followed this advice, they would be considerably less
dangerous.
But will advising motorists to live up to lofty ideals work? For a small group
it might. Without constraint and restriction, however, it is not enough, because it
requires acceptance on the part of the vulnerable of a sort of benevolent dictatorship

of the road by their betters. There are too many incentives, and insufficient
disincentives, for the average fallible motorist to be placed in such an uncontrolled

position. The plea of the expert teacher, that "efficient driving is created by
consistent self-discipline, of the kind that comes from within rather than the restraint imposed by speed limits and rules of the road" (my emphasis),27 is thus

misplaced. Without real controls - more unpleasant but more real than an
ideology of pride these instructions will not be properly followed. It isso easy
to pose great danger - voluntary codes of practice can never be enough.
Publicity

Many of us can remember the slogans of road safety publicity campaigns in the
mass media. Along with being taught at school how to cross the road, the public

perception is often that posters and television advertisements are what "road
safety" is about. Millions of pounds are spent every year on such material.
There is no evidence that it has any effect in reducing road accident occurrence.
Indeed, in a field where there is a good deal of debate about the effects of various
measures, this is the one area where there is significant agreement, if not complete

consensus - including among those responsible for producing the material
about the ineffectiveness of the measure.
This has been known about since the 1948 official Social Survey concluded that
the public as a whole was immune to warnings about danger on the roads, and that

visual propaganda affected neither the temperament nor the behaviour of the
individual. This finding seems to have been ignored ever since. 28 To take the example of the 1988 police national motorway safety campaign, the research on its

effects found that most motorists did not identify themselves with the target
audience of drivers and that: "excessive speed and close following behaviour are
extremely resistant to modification through traditional publicity techniques..."29
It is not simply a matter of public ignorance or forgetfulness. Official advertising and publicity play two important roles. The first is a smokescreen function;
as with the official presentation of statistics, road safety publicity helps create the
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impression that something is being done. "We" - motorists in particular - are
spending a lot of money on "the problem". In this sense we have a classic case of
initiatives which may move over the fme line that divides an ineffective measure
from one which, because of the impression given that it might be effective, is worse
than useless. The second role of road safety propaganda is one whereby education,
in its broadest sense, does take place. But the content is a victim-blaming ideology
which diverts attention away from the source of danger and the problems which
should really be looked at.

A history of controversy
The representatives of cyclists and pedestrians were critical of the road safety
publicity of the 1930s and 1950s. Part of their criticism was directed at RoSPA,
because of its apparent domination by the motoring lobby. The Pedestrians'
Association expressed doubts about the National Safety First Association, which
did not fade when it was granted the royal charter and became part of RoSPA in
1941, pointing out that in 1947 its chairman was secretary of the Commercial Road
Users' Association, while the chainnan of its road safety committee was secretary
of the AA.30The effect of such opposition from the Pedestrians' Association was
minimal in 1954 the two posts were filled by the chairman of Vauxhall and the
head of the legal department of the Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders.3'
RoSPA's origins in industrial safety were such that it already had a commitment
to voluntary, as opposed to compulsory, controls on the powerful, in defence of the
status quo. This point is well made in the best account of the role of road safety
education, the book Murder Most Foul (1947), by the Pedestrians' Association's
postwar chairman, JS Dean.32
The criticisms were that publicity was implicitly victim-blaming, and that inso
far as the correct objective was pursued, it was urging useless voluntary measures

as a way of detracting from the need for compulsory restraint and controls on
motoring. The Pedestrians' Association withdrew from RoSPA, and rapprochement was not achieved until the 1980s.33 Similarly the Cyclists' Touring Club, the
principal cycling organisation, collaborated with RoSPA for 25 years but seceded
in 1950 after feeling that it would be assumed to be condoning a passive policy,34
then rejoined a few years later.
The rift with RoSPA was the result of mounting anger over the inactivity,
collusion with the motoring lobby, victim-blaming andeducational smokescreening
of the Ministry of Transport, which had been voiced since before the war by the

representatives of the vulnerable road users. In an editorial in 1934, the weekly
magazine Cycling said that the Minister of Transport, Mr Hore-Belisha,
must choose between the 'lesser important' enmity of the cyclists and the
formidable opposition of the whole motoring community, which, financially
and industrially, is now bound up with the life of the nation... He is anti-cyclist
because he caters primarily for an age in which none of the leaders of public
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thought in transport matters are cyclists.
This was when there were probably many more miles travelled by bicycle than
by car, and certainly far more journeys. 36 Some 1,536 cyclists (the highest annual
total ever recorded in Britain) and 3,529 pedestrians died on the roads.

In the same issue of Cycling a leading cycling journalist appealed to the
Minister, sympathising with his efforts to reduce what Hore-Belisha had himself
said was a situation where the roads were "like battlefields":
But you cannot abolish battlefields by notice-boards. Once again, you 'appealed to the conscience of the community'; but you cannot cure a cancer by
appealing to the patient's conscien.
The dramatic metaphors are not untypical of the anger expressed in the 1930s.

However, the writer, as other cyclists, did not place all the responsibility on
motorists, instead assuming it to be community-wide.
Dean was to point out the contradiction of road safety being made largely the
responsibility of the Ministry of Transport, when that ministry was responsible for
having contributed so much to the danger on the roads in the first place. The same
contradiction remains today. The content of official advertisements was persistently criticised, and the use of so-called "educational" methods was seen by the
vulnerable road users' defenders as part of a cover-up. Meanwhile the motoring
organisations advocated appeals to courtesy as an alternative to controls. Even
mild publicity directed at modifying motorist behaviour was resisted - with the
evidence even then indicating that it would have no beneficial effect and simply
persuade the gullible that something was being done.

How road safety education does work
In the 1940s JS Dean wrote:
This 'education' is the worst possible training for the children as the drivers of
the future, since it teaches them that the driver is the master of the road and the
only role for other road-users... is to keep out of his way and that if they are
killed or maimed through not doing so, this is something they deserve. Much
of the motor slaughter may, indeed, be traced directly to the yearly appearance
on the roads of young drivers brought up in this destructive belief.

An apparent failure7
Education of children in road safety is something most people would appear to
support. Road accidents represent the single major cause of death to children in
European countries, accounting for between a quarter and a half of all deaths
amongst children aged one to l4.° Despite its agreed importance, "provision [of
safety education] in schools and by parents is limited and inadequate in most
European countries",41 involving "limited use of curriculum materials... limited
preparation... inability to secure external assistance... lack of organisational
structure.., all further impeded by lack of co-ordination within schools and with
114

6. THE EDUCATORS TALE

external agencies."42

Yet this paradox is not strange. In post-war Britain, teachers have seen
themselves cast as the defenders of society against juvenile delinquency, football
hooliganism, vandalism, teenage pregnancy and all manner of social problems,
generally with minimal resources. The cry foreducation is often nothing more than
a buck-passing attempt to sweep the issue under the carpet. The fact that education
does not work in reducing danger, or even fulfil the official objectives of "road
safety", is not really the issue. In one sense, road safety education does indeed
"work"
to ill effect.

Teaching them their place
"Road safety" education demonstrates to children the hegemony of the motor car.
It is made clear, intentionally and otherwise, that "the road" - rather than motor
vehicles on itis dangerous. lt is children's duty to defer to those who are not only

less vulnerable, but more dangerous, and supposedly more capable of careful

Be sure that children know how dangerous traffic can be. Roads
for cars and lorries - not for pedestrians.
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decision-making.
It need not be this way. Restriction on children, as for the elderly and people
with minor mobility disabilities, moving about in the vicinity of their homes is a
recent phenomenon. Apart from the more heavily used roads, it dates back about
50 years, or, in many areas, not even as far as that. Photographs of urban Britain
for example, those taken by Bert Hardy, Oscar Marzaroli
in the postwar years
reveal streets
(in Glasgow) or Shirley Baker (in Salford as late as the i

available for play, for relaxed crossing by independent children, elderly and
disabled people. The word "community" has become hackneyed, but these were
indeed streets where a community could flourish.
In some European countries the domination of the car is not allowed the free
rein it enjoys in Britain. A seminar paper on safety in residential streets in the
Netherlands opens with a slide showing children playing by the side of a road with
a car approaching at 30mph.44 For the speaker it is obvious that the problem is the
existence of through traffic, or indeed any vehicles moving in that situation at that
speed. The task is to design the road so that speeds are restricted to no more than
20 mph, possibly with additional legal commitment on motorists to give right of
way to vulnerable road users. For many of his British audience, by contrast, the
children are the problem.
Until this view changes, we are left with the onus of responsibility being put on
those least capable of bearing it - with the prospect of a majority of motorists
relying on children getting out of the way while braking is left until too late.45 (Despite
the assumption that child pedestrian accidents are due to the heedlessness of the
children, evidence shows that they, not motorists, take most of the avoiding action
against accidents.)
It may be far fetched to relate the business of child pedestrian education to
totalitarian social organisation, as Dean did in his analysis of road safety education.47 But might there not be a link between an oppressive form of society and the
of people into a relationship of obedience
schooling - through fear and guilt
and deference towards people who are less vulnerable and more dangerous than
they are?
What is without doubt is that road safety "education" breeds acceptance of an
inequitable status quo with a lack of questioning on the part of the powerless which

would have made a feudal lord envious. During childhood the transitive and
intransitive meanings of danger on the road the tendency to hurt and be hurt
are confused. "Road safety education" at this stage of life means socialising the
impressionable into a society with a particular kind of transport system which they
will be taught to see as natural. They are taught not just how to behave as children
but what they can expect to get away with a dozen or so years later when they are
young drivers.
Of all the accident and transport statistics, one of the most chilling must be that
between 93 and 95 per cent of parents are regarded as being considerate drivers by
their children.48 The implications here for the behaviour of the next generation of
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drivers are profound and unsettling.

Conclusion: the education we need?
Safety on the road is, and always has been, a question of who defers to whom
of which road users are allowed how much road space, and what effect they are
allowed to have on the safety of others. Discussion about appropriate measures to
be taken for "road safety", whether in engineering, education or enforcement, is
really a fonim for the parade ofviews supporting the freedom ofone or other group.
Most official discussion of education, as with the other areas, is about supporting
an unnecessarily dangerous and discriminatory status quo.
Sometimes the assumptions underlying what is supposed to be a common aim
are hidden. At other times the dominant ideology is openly revealed. At all times
there is an inability to accept that a situation which has changed dramatically in the
postwar period in terms of levels of danger, and which is unusual with respect to
other parts of the world, could be any different; or that demands for the vulnerable
to get out of the way of the dangerous may not be the right solution.
Education is seen as unnecessary for the dangerous unless it is for motorcyclists, in which case it is "for their own good", rather than that of their potential
victims. Where motorist education is advocated, this is to generate pride and skills

without the necessary commitment to use them properly, to encourage young
drivers into cars too early or to provide the smokescreen of "the test". Where
education might do some good at advanced driver level it is hampered by the
ideology of the elite driver. Advanced driver education is a possible benefit only

if made compulsory, which, like other attempts to civilise car use, would be
incompatible with the prevailing motorist ideology.
The idea that educational solutions can meet what this book sees as the real
problem of danger on the roads is itself dangerous. These "solutions" represent a
victory for those who in the 1930s opposed genuine moves for safety involving

restraint of motorist power. Human beings may be benign, co-operative and
amenable to education, but when they hold dangerous power without sufficient
incentive always to use it responsibility
the situation is different. This fact of
hwnan nature does not just apply to motoring in residential areas, or in the vicinity

of child pedestrians, but everywhere. Road safety "education" systematically
forgets this fact.
Another confusion arises from the idea of equality between unequals. If
motorists are to be "educated", then so should the vulnerable. Schooling them to
get out of the way has been advocated, for their own good. If this does not work,
it only shows their incompetence and the need for stronger measures. The failure
of driver education, particularly in terms of encouraging youngerpeople to be more
dangerous earlier on, is ignored.49
An alternative?

The above view, when expressed at a road safety seminar, meets with shock. Of
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course there is a need to teach children to be careful crossing the road. But any
educational approach must be part of a system that gives them a genuine chance of
safety.5° Driver education could be beneficial only if it moved from generating
pride to generating humility, with properly researched programmes5' in a context
of fundamental change in motorists' underlying attitudes and beliefs - and in the
danger they pose to others. It would not have any illusions about the ability of any
teaching programme to transform ordinary human beings into particularly committed caring individuals with a high sense of altruism.
It would also involve an awareness of the problems of the present approach in
the full context of the transport system we have. We need to understand that the few
millions spent on publicity are not simply a waste, but that the publicity machine
itself is an integral part of a transport system which squanders billions. 52We need
to ask why what was sometimes called the "licence to kill" is just given away with

inadequate once-and-for-all information. We need to see the driving test in a
context where the limited knowledge acquired is not, in fact, meant to be adhered
to, and where the whole episode is wrapped up in a rite of passage which breeds
a dangerous sense of overconfidence. We need to witness that otherwise intelligent
and civilised people are able to support the system and spout its dubious mythology
with so little opposition.
An alternative safety education would also involve teaching children some of
the knowledge about transport indicated in Part Three, while ensuring an ability to
criticise injustice that real education should provide. It would create a different set
of road values from today's prevailing philosophy that "might is right".
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The lawyer's and the police officer's
tales1
"PEDESTRiANS cross at their own risk." A slogan ofthis kind might adequately
describe a situation where dangerous drivers can kill and maim practically with
impunity. There just isn't a particularly strong deterrent against antisocial and
life-endangering driving.
The generous view taken by the courts of those whose driving causes injury or

death has now prompted the relatives of accident victims to start a national
campaign called RoadPeace.

+++
Of the three "Es" of road safety, Enforcement has a particular importance.
Enforcement refers here to the whole legal process, from policing (or lack of it)
through to action in the courts (Magistrates', Crown and Coroner's). In this area,
much discussion about "what should be done" takes place. Perhaps for this very
reason, engineers and educators often argue that their approaches are more fruitful

than one which relies on punishment. Indeed, both defenders of motorists'
privilege and right to be dangerous2 and the advocates of safer conditions3 see their
solutions as avoiding any of the cost or overtones of vindictiveness that enforcement implies.
Yet, as other chapters show, what we call engineering and education cannot
satisfy even the official aims of road safety, let alone the aims of a rational and fair

approach to danger on the roads. And, while law enforcement is a poor way to

tackle most social problems - with punishment notoriously likely to fail in
meeting its officially declared purpose - it could have a beneficial effect in
reducing danger on the roads without the negative effects produced in other areas
of human activity.
Also, in the discourse of the legal system, society articulates its assumptions
about what kind of behaviour is permissible, and why, in the road environment. It
both reflects and generates the ideas that underpin road safety ideology and operate
in education, engineering and overall transport policy. The student of road safety
in general, and road traffic law in particular, is therefore fortunate that Britain's
most extensive official inquiry into road traffic law was completed in 1988. The
Road Traffic Law Review Report, known as the North Report after its chairman,

reviewed the basic principles which it saw as constituting road traffic

law.4

Virtually all its recommendations, with limited but noteworthy exceptions, were
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accepted in the government White Paper presented to Parliament in 1989.
North's recommendations generally met with approval:6 ifimplemented, they
would both streamline the law, by giving less time to trivial offences, and crack
down on the most dangerous drivers mote effectively than had happened in the
past.
In fact, even if new laws based on North are rigorously enforced, the effect on
reducing danger on the roads will be minimal. Road traffic law and its enforcement
have always had a minimal effect in the long term on danger on the road. We now
have a continuation of that state of affairs, with (yet again) the added problem that
any benefits will be eroded as the principal problems are obscured by the illusion
that dangerous behaviour is being controlled.

A. Law enforcement now
Some 8 million road traffic offences are recorded each year, and also, as North puts

it with great understatement, "a very great number go undetected and unrecorded".7The vast majority of these are committed by car drivers. Britain has some
20 million cars and millions of lorries, buses and other vehicles on the roads, and
it is not easy to differentiate between the propensity of different types of vehicle
driver to commit such offences. (For simplicity I look at the smaller number of car

drivers alone, in fact some 18 million at the time of the figures in Notes il-18.)
Proceeding with 8 million offences annually might seem like a massive display
of law enforcement. In both intensity and in proportion to the rule-breaking that
occurs, however, it is tiny. It results in the vast majority of cases in punishment that
is quite trivial and hardly worthy of the name. This can be seen by considering the
different penalties that can result from police action:

(i) Rewards for not breaking the law
We start with the inverse of punishment. Police in the north of England have given
small gifts to motorists giving negative breath tests: this follows the example of
United States Air Force personnel in East Anglia being given cash bonuses for not
being convicted of drink-driving offences. I can think of no other area where not
breaking the law receives officially sanctioned material rewards.

(ii) Written warnings
Written warnings are issued in some 3/4 million cases. They politely ask the motorist

to be more careful and typically wish them "happy and safe motoring in the
future".8

(iii) Fixed penalty notices
Some five million fixed penalty notices are issued annually,9 making up the response to two-thirds of offences dealt with by the police. They involve the payment
of either £12 or £25. The severity of this can perhaps be assessed in the context of
the total annual cost of running the average car (as calculated by the AA and other
organisations, basing calculations on the full range of costs, including deprecia120
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tion) of some £3,000 at the relevant time. The fmancial penalty amounts to
approximately 0.4 to 0.8 per cent of the annual cost for the lower and higher fixed
penaltynotice respectively. There is thepossibility oflicence endorsement with the
higher penalty.

(iv) Prosecutions
Prosecutions constitute some 2øpercent ofthe actions by the police, occurring two

miffion times a year)°These involve:
(a) Fines

Forabout i , lOO,000people each yearthe fine is the principal sentence for motoring
offences heard at one court appearance. The average fme is about £50, with onethird being between £20 and £50. About 20 per cent of fmes are for speeding
offences, 25 per cent for offences relating to insurance and taxation." The level of
fming is supposed to bear some relation to ability to pay. In 1992 the richest man
in Britain was fined £300 for his third speeding offence. This does not involve
particularly preferential treatment for the ultra-wealthy and in so far as it does, the
fact is that fmes tend to be of quite trivial amounts compared to the cost of motoring
and personal income. Fines also accompany the other results of prosecution such
as endorsements.
(b) Endorsement

Driving licences are endorsed with penalty points. This occurs about a million
times a year. Licence endorsement can adversely affect insurance premium costs
or prejudice potential employers who may require a "clean" licence. The main
disadvantage is that if sufficient points are "totted up", the licence holder is
disqualified from driving. But this happens only about once for every 60 times that
a licence is endorsed; less than one in 1,000 motorists lose their licence every year
due to totting up endorsements)3 The licence holder starts from scratch again after
three years.

(c) Disqualification
Disqualification occurs some 160,000 times a year,'4 affecting about one in 120
motorists. About 60 per cent are for drink-driving offences. Disqualification for
careless, reckless or accident offences happens in 5,000 cases, or for one in every
3,500 motorists. Disqualifications for careless driving last for less than a year in
about 70 per cent of the cases involved. Apart from for drink-driving most periods
of disqualification are for less than a year.
(d) Imprisonment
Nearly 15,000 motorists are given custodial sentences every year, of which the
clear majority, some 70 per cent, '6are for driving while disqualified. The length of
sentence for the majority is three months or less in magistrates' courts, and six
months or less in crown courts.'7 Press attention focuses on dramatic cases of
15

causing death through reckless driving, a crime which carries a five-year maximum
sentence. Just three people were sentenced to three years or more in 1986. '

Breaking down the recorded offences this way, we see that only a small
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minority of motorists stand a chance of anything more than a small fine, with only

the tiniest proportion likely to suffer some restriction on their freedom after
conviction. Looked at in the context of the potential for destruction of other
people's lives, health or property, the penalties for law-breaking seem small.
It may be that a l-in-3,500 chance of being banned for careless or reckless
driving every year reflects the law-abiding and rule-following behaviour of the
average British motorist. Does it?

B. Rule- and law-breaking
Roadside observation indicates that rule-breaking such as driving too close to the

vehicle in front, and failing to defer to pedestrians crossing roads which were
entered from a junction,'9 as well as speeding are just some of the infractions
committed by substantial proportions, if not the vast majority, of the motoring
public. This does not include drinking and driving, which may be done by "only"
a few miffion motorists,20 or the inability of an estimated million-plus motorists to

pass the current eyesight test.2'

All these behaviours either involve breaking the law or, as in the case of
breaking a Highway Code regulation, put the motorist in a position where he may
be prosecuted for careless driving. It appears that the chances of being caught and
prosecuted are therefore extremely small.
Estimates of the chance of being caught and prosecuted for drinking and driving

vary from i in 250 to much lower (less likelihood) estiwiththe chances for driving underthe influence of drugs offence under the same legislation

m a t e s,

so far lower as to be

virtually non-existent.The chance of being caught for
speeding is about once in a lifetime's motoring; but
unlike drink-driving, in a number of surveys either a
substantial proportion or a clear majority claim to
break speed limits as a matter of course.23
In a typical recent case Prince Michael of Kent,
President of the Institute of Road Safety Officers,
President of the Medical Commission on Accident
Prevention, sponsor of the Prince Michael Road Safety
Awards24 received his fourth conviction for speeding or
careless driving after overtaking a number of vehicles at
104 mph. He was banned from driving for two weeks (hi
defence admitting that a driving licence was not essential for
him) and fmed £100 with £15 costs.25
It should be stressed that there is no evidence of preferential treatment being
given here. Similarly, when Princess Anne's speeding career led to her receiving
a one monthban and £150 fine (with £10 costs) forbreaking speed limits by 28 and
55 per cent respectively on two occasions in 1990, the sentence was typical for this
kind of offence. It is simply that these offences are so common that in order to
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qualify for newsworthiness the individual must have some sort of celebrity status.
It is generally argued that such rule- or law-breaking behaviour is not implicated in causing accidents, but the problems of talking about "accident causation"
have already been referred to.In so faras any isolated feature of driving behaviour

can be specified as increasing the level of danger to others, most of these
behaviours are illegal or careless in a way which increases that danger. Ifa quarter

of all two-or-more-vehicle crashes occur when they are travelling in the same
direction, it is difficult to deny that driving too fast for the conditions and/or too
close to the vehicle in front is implicated in a significant proportion of

such
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(89 per cent ofmotorists questioned in a survey significantly underestimated safe braking distances at 30, 50 and 70mph)28
Ofcourse, some rule infringements are givenmore attention than others. Many,
if not most, of us have seen motorists breaking the instruction of Paragraph 54 of
the Highway Code in their use of car telephones. But should such behaviour be
made a specific offence? In discussion about the need to support the necessary
legislation, its advocates argue for "a law which specifically forbids something". 29
Yetthe Highway Code specifically forbids thekind ofmisuse ofcar telephones that
accidents.27

much of the special legislation would apply to, and prosecution for careless
driving, or at least a written warning, would already appear to be a possibility. The
problem is that the law is just not enforced in this area, as in numerous others where
evidence suggests that rule-breaking plays a contributory role in accidents. Even

if a specific law were created, as the same advocates admit: "Enforcement will
obviously be difficult in view of the ways existing laws are ignored."
A more relevant rule might be in Paragraph 29. A survey among motorway
drivers revealed that two in five of them had "nodded off' when driving on a
motorway.30 Leicestershire police published research in 1989 indicating that one in
five motorway accidents were "a result of drivers nodding off". ' Despite this, there
is little evidence of fatigue being referred to in evidence against people who have
caused crashes.
This raises the question of the difference between potentially dangerous behaviour and the occasions when it actually causes a crash. Spotting a tired driver
is probably more difficult than identifying a crash which might have been caused
by one; spotting a driver who is just not as vigilant as he/she might be is certainly
more difficult than analysing the crash they cause. According to one viewpoint,
because most behaviour which we might regard as dangerous, excessively risky or

careless does not usually result in crashes, we should concentrate on those
occasions when a crash or "accident" has occurred. An alternative view is that we
should look at dangerous behaviour as essentially the same whether it results in bad
consequences or not - why should there be a difference between the treatment of
someone overtaking on a blind comer according to whether there is another road
user behaving correctly on the other side of it?
This difference in viewpoint lies at the heart of discussion about road traffic
law. My view is that there is lenience at both ends of the dangerous behaviour!
crashes-caused-by-dangerous-behaviour dichotomy. When attention is drawn to
one side of the divide, a defence of the need for lenience is often made by referring
to the other. Concern over loss of life following a crash is deflected by the legal
establishment. It will point to behaviour which occurs regularly without such ill
effects and when attention moves on to the behaviour itself, as isolated from the
consequences, official interest fades away: unless a crash has actually occurred, the
police and the courts are unlikely to be involved at any significant level if at all.
In this way road traffic law becomes a game where heads the dangerous driver
wins, tails he or she also wins.
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Let us take fatigue, lack of awareness, intoxication, inadequate vigilance,
general carelessness etc. If looking at these when no crash occurs is too difficult,
a middle way between behaviour, on the one hand, and severe consequences with
damage to human beings, on the other, would be the examination of crashes where

nobody is hurt with prosecution of those responsible. Most of the car crashes
occurring are not reported as RTAs or PIAs,32 but someone is very likely to have
been at fault for the crash to occur.
Prosecution rarely occurs after a non-injury-producing crash because, among
other things, the law does not require "damage only" accidents to be reported,
barring certain exceptions.33 The reason for this restriction of reporting of accidents
to the minority with injuries and some damage-only crashes where there is very
clear evidence of an offence, is stated in the Hendon Police College's training
instructions to police cadets: "Police do not report every road traffic accident that
occurs. If we did, we would do very little else.M
Even in crashes where there is obvious injury, the gathering of proper evidence,
adequately supervised by an experienced officer, is supposed to occur only where
death is thought probable. This is difficult to judge and frequently does not happen.
Police at the scene of a crash are concerned about the removal of casualties and
restoring traffic movement as priorities over investigation. Traffic police have a
lack of prestige compared to other divisions of police forces, often serving as a
reservoir for additional officers in the event of requests from divisions dealing with
"more serious" matters, such as the CID.35

C. Why law enforcement?
Why could the law and its enforcement be beneficial? The justification for
employing the police, with all this implies in terms of the use of authority over
citizens, is based on the fact of the danger to human life which some road users can
pose to others. Road transport is the major area where people regularly have the
chance of killing or hurting, or being killed or hurt by, fellow citizens. Whatever
the status of other offences in terms of deliberate intent, the chances of being hurt
or killed by other antisocial activity are far less.36

The financial costs of employing the police can sometimes be recouped by
revenue raised from fines, as with parking offences. The road safety lobby also
argues that the financial cost of a measure such as random breath testing would be
less than the cost of the crashes and their consequences which it would prevent. The
problem here is the one of cost-benefit analysis, with all the difficulties of assessing
the costs of suffering implied.37 Besides, even without considering environmental
disbenefits, the costs of motoring are not met by motorists.38 This is another cost

which could be presented to those who have introduced danger into the road
environment, or those convicted of offences. It could be facilitated by a policy of
fming, or out of general taxation as a necessary feature of a civilised society.
The following four supposed justifications exist for the punishment of citizens
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by the state and its institutions.39 Consider them in the context of their application
to other anti-social behaviours, particularly when the central element of punishment for crimes is thought of as custodial sentencing, whereas the most serious
punishment (except in a small minority of offences)motorists face is the temporary
loss of a driving licence.

(i) Retribution
Retribution is the least acceptable of all justifications, because it associates the use

of the state with atavistic notions of revenge. Yet there may be a need for
demonstration of social disapproval in the case of road traffic offences.

(ii) Isolation (incapacitation)
Protecting society by isolating anti-social offenders is dubious as a proposition for

justifying custodial sentences. Apart from a minority of offenders likely to be
dangerous, it involves the prospect of later releasing back into society people who

have possibly been brutalised by the prison experience. Protecting society by
disqualifying motorists, on the other hand, involves less suffering on the part of the
offender and a more defmite prospect of reduction of danger.

(iii) Education
Education is a highly dubious proposition for justifying custodial sentencing. For
motoring offences banning could be allied to teaching of motoring offenders, as
suggested by North, but this suggests that motoring offences result from lack of
skifis or knowledge, rather than from unwillingness to use skills or knowledge.
Also, in so far as educational programmes may be beneficial, why should they not
be there for non-offending motorists?4°

(iv) Deterrence
Deterrence is difficult to prove as a legitimate justification for imprisonment for
many crimes, particularly in terms of increasing length of sentences, although the
prospect of being caught and given some form of punishment does seem to have
deterrent potential. However, with driving offences, from parking offences and
clamping, through to drink-driving and the breathalyser,41 the threat of inconvenience through loss of licence can affect behaviour dramatically, with the experience of the introduction of the breathalyser a particularly dramatic example. If the
threat of loss of licence can achieve results in one area of motoring rule- or lawbreaking, there is no reason to suppose it could not have the same effect with others.
At every level, then, there is a remarkable suitability for the penalties of licence

endorsement, provided it is linked to a genuine prospect of disqualification.
Custodial sentences can be largely restricted to cases where licence disqualification has failed to prevent people from continuing to drive, or in cases of failing to
stop after an accident. (At present people driving away from a crash they have
caused when drunk may suffer no greater penalty if caught and sentenced for
failing to stop than if they had stayed at the scene.) There is a degree of natural
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justice in the notion of a motoring punishment for a motoring crime. Unlike
custody, this involves deprivation of something which is not universal. (Some 20
per cent of men and 45 per cent of women do not have driving licences, and even
more lack access to a car for many if not all journeys.)42 Its suitability is as a form
of restriction on a type of criminal negligence which may not have a high degree
of wilful intent against particular individuals, but involves an irresponsible failure
of social duty with severe potential consequences.

D. Some arguments against
Speaking in the House of Lords in 1959, Lord Somers said:
"There is too much of the view that the motorist is a criminally minded man out
for himself and without any thought for anyone else. Most people are motorists
now, and the British race is not criminally minded...

The use of the criminal law and associated enforcement has always been
criticised as inappropriate by defenders ofmotorists'power and privilege. Motoring
offences are not thought of as real crimes, although this is, in legal terms, largely

incorrect. Motoring offenders are defended in the following terms:'

(i) "Not basically criminals"
One defence is based on the idea that particular minority groups of people in society

can be defmed as "criminals". Their position in society ("the criminal classes"),
their basic psychology or, even worse, their physiognomy predisposes them to
"crime".45 This appears to assume that those committing crimes, from sexual
offences, thmugh fraud to armed robbery, were all essentially similar

kinds ofperson.

However, the fact that motoring offenders do not have the same kind of wilful
intent as those committing offences which have been recognised as antisocial for
longer periods of time is no reason for failing to apply formal sanctions against
them. This misleading notion is linked to the idea that motorists and motoring
offenders are:

(ii) "Not a minority"
A substantial proportion of households do not have use of a car; nearly half of all
journeys are not made by car; and significant minorities of adults as well as all
under-17-year-olds do not drive.47 We are by no means all motorists. Significant
proportions of motorists do not commit certain kinds of offence, and/or disapprove

of

them.48

The arrogant claim that "we are all motorists" has always been ac-

companied by disregard for the facts. Lord Somers 's remark that "most people are
motorists now" was made in 1959, when more than 70 per cent of households were
without use of a car and only just over five million cars were registered.
But even if the proportion of motoring offenders were as high in the general or
even adult population as is made out, this kind of populist defence is unacceptable.

Various kinds of anti-social acts, from domestic violence to child abuse, are
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widespread and morelikely to be committed by "ordinary" citizens than public
attention might once have suggested. If something anti-social is mgularly perpetrated by large numbers of ordinary citizens who are otherwise not iegarded as
criminal or anti-social, this could make it more of a problem. This is compounded
by the fact that the powerful motoring lobby has been able to draw up a supposed
consensus of opinion around its interests, even when it very clearly had only a
minority status.

(iii) "Performing economically and socially necessary tasks"
Danger simply has to be accepted because motoring is necessary for society. (The
converse ofthis view, thatmotoring forpleasure should be banned because it is not
economically necessary, is less commonly expressed.) This argument fails on two
counts. First, the various problems for the future development of viable societies
are exacerbated by car use.5° Second, even if special social advantages are gained
by car use, this does not justify lack of an adequate level of controls and iestramts.
Legal controls on occupational safety in industries which are more economically
justifiable than motoring are (in principle) far more stringent.
Associated with this is the idea that the role of the law should be to facilitate car
use or, to use the famous phrase invoked in opposing all restraint, particularly over

speed, "to keep the traffic moving". Bearing in mind the persistent failure to
remove congestion problems by using motorist-friendly approaches,5' the prospects for keeping traffic moving by law would appear to lie more with restraining
vehicle use than by a permissive attitude towards motorists. The desire fora laissezfaire approach links in with an approach to safety based on convenience, ease and
relaxation - which, as we saw in Chapter 2, is often associated with increased
danger for those outside cars.

(iv) "Not intentionally causing harm to others"
Accidents are accidents. But are they? Most people know that they could be more

careful. While there is an argument for providing superior education before
motorists can be blamed for faults in their behaviour which they may have been
unaware of, once that appropriate education has occurred, we are dealing with
something which, while not necessarily involving a high level of conscious intent,
can nevertheless involve a kind of fault. While the level of what lawyers call mens
rea (criminal intention) is less in most motoring cases than for crimes which might
carry a custodial sentence, we are talking about very real criminal negligence.
Any satisfactory legal approach to the use of potentialy harmful equipment

must impose sanctions on departures from proper behaviour as well as on
deliberate attempts to hurt others. What counts is the failure to perform the task
with the required degree of care. This guiding principle can be summed up by the
phrase often used for the offence of careless driving: "driving without due care and
attention". A certain level of care and attention is due.
Exactly how far these duties extend, at least in terms of requiring what is legally
defined as fault, is a matter for debate. 52 The fact remains - despite the tendency

of legal experts suddenly to become experts on road safety and suggest that
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prevention lies

elsewhere53 -

that legal controls involving the

prospect of punishment must
be a major way to prevent danger, given the difficulties with
other methods.
All the above arguments in

defence of motorist privilege
are based around a picture of
motoring as something which
can be made adequately safe by
polite appeals to conscience, or

by engineering the environment. In so far as danger will
not be adequately reduced by
such measures, its victims must

accept that it is inevitable because it is somehow necessary.
Control may be exerted in cer-

tain extreme cases, but really
only to give the impression that

danger is being reduced, in
classic smoke screening fashion. Most important of all, control is not a real option, because

Frustration in the courts has led to some
the current level of danger is a
taking their campaign onto the streets
product of what people (motorists) want, and it would be undemocratic to control them against their wishes.

At the heart of the discussion is the question of acceptability and, with it,
democracy. The argument runs that an unacceptable law will not work and is
fundamentally undemocratic. If motorists are unwilling to accept restrictions, their

large representation within the voting population will make law enforcement
unworkable. Against this, however, there is evidence that many motorists are not
alienated by their experience with the police,54 and that some motoring crimes are
seen as genuinely serious problems where law enforcement is appropriate.
A second objection is more important. Democracy should not just be about
what the majority feel is right, particularly if vulnerable minorities (or majorities
with minority status, such as pedestrians) suffer as a consequence. Even if the
majority status of motorists were as great as claimed, and even if the journeys have

a greater importance to those making them, why should their convenience be
allowed to infringe the safety of other road users? It could be argued that car
transport should be restricted on a variety of grounds; the kind of criteria used by
the Health and Safety at Work Act for occupational safety would probably make
motoring illegal. Therefore, if motoring is to be allowed, it should be seen as a
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dangerous practice where inconvenience to motorists is justified in terms of
reducing even slight chances of danger to other people. Given motorists' relative
lack of interest in safety in their increasingly well-protected cars, compared to that
of vulnerable road users outside, and what with risk compensation exacerbating an

already high potential for danger, inconvenience would seem to be a likely
characteristic of law enforcement and punishment.
Reckless driving, of the "boy racer" kind, for example, should not attract less
attention from the police simply because it is not so widely perceived as antisocial
as say minor property offences. After all, dangerous driving is no less important as
a source of distress, and deterrence is likely to be equally effective against drivers
as against burglars. If the law is supposed to protect the vulnerable, particularly
given the ease with which the potentially dangerous can inflict harm and the lack
of disincentive to do so (and incentives to be high risk-takers), everything points
to the need for law enforcement and punishment which inconveniences at least a
significant proportion of motorists.
These arguments are present in the reasoning of North; but what (partially)
restrictive recommendations are made are so limited as to operate as a smoke
screen for the danger they conceal and legitimate.

E. The North Report
North had the following main features: the replacement of the category of reckless

driving by an offence (called "dangerous" driving in the White Paper) defined
according to more objective criteria in order to prosecute more of the worst drivers

successfully; the creation of a new offence of causing death through careless
driving while unfit through drink or drugs; the use of a new driving test for some
convicted offenders; the use of new technologies to assist enforcement; and the
increased use of cautions in place of some prosecutions for careless driving.

North fails to address the problems in respect of catching offenders and
deterring potential law-breakers.
Despite the availability of cheap speed governors to enforce motorway speed
limits automatically, and/or speed alerters to notify police and other road users,
these are mentioned but not recommended. It would be possible at a later date to
install speed governors that automatically change their limits as vehicles enter
different classes of road; it would ultimately be possible to produce vehicles fitted

with the automobile equivalent of the aircraft "black box" to assess accident
causation more accurately. Automatic control systems capable of monitoring or
preventing manoeuvres, from inappropriate overtaking to flinging a car door open
in the path of a two-wheeler, could be compulsorily installed, if what North refers
to as "the enormous resources of the automobile industry" were diverted in that
direction.56

Although capable of removing much of the burden of policing and

much of the prospect of high-speed police chases, recommendation of advances in
this direction is minimal. North offers no support for random breath testing, but
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recommends the investigation ofpossibilities ofautomatic on-board drink-driving

controls - one of the few recommendations opposed in the subsequent White
Paper.
If most law-breaking activity continues to result in no prosecution, prosecutions that do occur will result in nothing more than penalty points for the vast
majority when they are convicted. This will continue to be the case even with the
use of objective criteria (quite what these are to be is not specified) to defme the
dangerous driving offence, with only a small proportion of those prosecuted
standing a chance of losing their licence.
This situation is compounded by an interpretation of the difference between
intentions (and/orbehaviour) and consequences which is inherently biased towards
the dangerous. When potentially dangerous motoristhehaviours are unobserved or
fail to result in actual bad consequences, there is very little chance of their being

prosecuted. Yet when the consequences are severe, the argument for a lenient
sentence is that intentions and/or behaviour are more important.
A sense of balance?

North and the White Paper balance the safety of road users against "the preservation of amenity and the efficient movement of traffic", noting with some understatement that "these three objectives often conflict with each other". This neglects the difference between amenity and safety for different groups of road users;
the increase of amenity and convenience for motorists has meant a decrease in
amenity for others. The "efficient movement of traffic" might be best achieved by
severe use of the law to reduce the numbers of motorists on the road; it might also
be used to make crossing the road illegal.

North notes that people use cars for reasons other than objective ones of
comfort, convenience and other quantifiable benefits. The "intensity" of such
feelings as their "sense of freedom" and "sense of control [over a motor vehicle]"
requires recognition from North.58 North respects these feelings as worthy, rather
than recognising that they constitute a basis for resistance to necessary measures.
Nevertheless, North notes that acceptability of the law should not be measured
solely on how readily motorists submit to it: "Law exists to serve the interest of
society as a whole. There is strong feeling.., that traffic law as it stands does not
attach sufficient weight to the interest of those who use the roads otherthan in motor
vehicles."59
How is this balance to achieve "the interest of society as a whole" to be set? One

might be forgiven for thinking that anything which refers to "society as a whole"
will tend to miss out on the requirements of the vulnerable if they have minority

status, and North and the White Paper are no exception. (The environmental
problems facing global society outlined in Chapter 14 certainly don't figure.)
The defmition of the new offence of dangerous driving could in principle lead

to a substantial proportion of motorists being prosecuted successfully for this
offence on a regular and frequent basis: "It will be sufficient for the prosecution to
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establish that a competent and careful driver would have appreciated that some
person or property might be endangered by the accused's manner of driving."°
Although it depends what is meant by the word "might". The preceding paragraph
reveals that: "It is not intended that the driverwhomerely makes a careless mistake
of a kind which any driver might make from time to time should be regarded as
falling far below the standard expected of a competent and careful ri61 How
often is "from time to time"? How far is "far"? Are these decisions to be made by
the non-motoring man on the Clapham omnibus or, as seems more likely, the man
in the car overtaking it?

An illustration - what's wrong with shooting the lights?
The case prompting the formation of a grass roots campaign (one hope for a
civilised alternative to "road safety") is instructive. A fellow citizen in charge of
a high-powered motor vehicle goes through a red traffic signal at high speed and
kills a child. His mother is informed that a charge of "causing death through
reckless driving" is not to be made by the Crown Prosecution Service on the basis
that progress through the junction was made "smoothly": only a charge of careless
driving can be made.
The much vaunted change from emphasising consequences (actually, to be
more precise, behaviour) rather than intentions of the offender in North therefore

has no relevance. The new offence replacing reckless driving would not be
applicable anyway because the objective standards were not bad enough. Moreover,

unless the result (sometimes also referred to as consequences) of that behaviour

involve at least a crash, and preferably an injury, there is unlikely to be a
prosecution anyway.
Now, in the case of illegally crossing a signalled junction, there was the recommendation that automatic cameras should be used more at signals to prosecute

offenders. However, even in the extremely unlikely event of all the signalled
junctions in Britain being thus treated, and motorists in all cases subjected to
deterrent penalties (also unlikely), what can we expect? Experience suggests
migration of anti-social crossing behaviour to the vast majority of junctions which

will remain non-signalled. Plus the usual smoke screen of complaining about
naughty cyclists and pedestrians, in this case at junctions.

The smoke screen function
North does not significantly alter the chances of law- or rule-breaking motorists
being caught or having available deterrent sentencing applied to them. Opportunities to change the law are missed with regard to: the low penalty for failure to stop

(at present allowing one commentator to describe it as "positively encouraging
drunken drivers to make a run for it");62 introducing widespread automatic or semiautomatic controls; breath-testing; addressing questions such as eyesight standards; and above all a genuine level of law enforcement and a significant chance of
disqualification if convicted.
Yet the impression that something is being done has been created through the
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introduction of the new offences of dangerous driving and of causing death by
careless driving while affected by drink or drugs. The problems with the new
offence ofdangerous driving have aliady been ferred to: the difficulty and lack
oflikelihood ofprosecution unless there are certain kinds ofbad consequence, and
defining where it differs from cailess driving. The problem with the other offence
arises from the intentions/consequences distinction.
John Spencer shows that the citation of the new offence is apparently in
response to public opinion polls showing:
An overwhelming belief that the consequences of... misbehaviour were important when sentencing a motoring offender, and, by contrast, little impor.
tance being attached to issues of mens rea. This particular revelation seems to
have greatly influenced the Review when it considered the structure ofthe more
serious motoring offences (my emphasis).'3

In the case of drink-driving, then, the vast majority of offences will not result
in any action by the police, and a few where there have been crashes will result in
disqualification. The difference between the two outcomes will be a question of
chance. In some of these cases where there are crashes, people will be seriously
hurt, but there is no more severe category of offence for which the offender will be
prosecuted. In a smaller minority of cases, somebody may die. Yet although there
has been no difference in intention between the behaviour leading to this consequence and that leading to any of the three previous categories, and despite the fact

that the largest of these categories involves an offence which is more easily
detectable than, for example, burglary, a special offence is created, with prison
available as a sentence.
There are good reasons for this. There is the desire of the bereaved to see those
who, through an act of defmite and wilful criminal negligence, cause the death of
their loved ones, suffer a punishment of at least the same order as a minor property
offence, rather than something less.(Although it might seem more appropriate to
consider long periods of disqualification, rather than the periods of a few years that
are common with current sentences for the causing of death through reckless
driving.)
But again, why should the larger number of drunk drivers who permanently
disable and maim be prosecuted for a lesser offence than those who have killed but
behaved in exactly the same way?
Despite the limited amount ofjustification for different treatment, we have here
a concentration on stiffer penalties for a minority of some of the more serious
offenders on those rare occasions when they get caught, and generally only where
there is a particular kind of bad consequence. The inevitable debate about the
severity of those penalties, which may themselves be regarded as too lenient,

should not obscure this. It is a simple question of generating the illusion that
dangerously negligent behaviour will receive prison sentences or at least disqualification. And this is not the case at all.
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F. Safety on the road - the controls we need
The present legal situation is characterised by a kind of lawlessness. For the less
carefu:E and/orless worried motorist, this is unlikely to constitute a serious problem.

for the ability of human beings to live
Indeed, as an argument for anarchy
without externally imposed istrictions the present situation could serve as a
good example. For those more worried and more careful motorists, and for
vulnerable road users, the situation is different. Them is forthem no reliable control

over the source of danger on the roads, whatever their own responsibility, and
whatever engineering and educational methods are employed.
A more appropriate way of considering legal control would be to use the
example ofhealth and safety legislation in Britain and elsewhere. The most recent
example of this is the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974, which extended the
obligations ofemployers to responsibility for other members ofsociety outside the
place of work, as well as employees. This legislation places the onus of safety on
the employer in the first instance; while employees have responsibilities, they must

be provided with an adequately safe environment and a good enough chance to
engage in safe work practices. Despite whatever limitations the legislation may
have, at least it provides a more stringent framework than that which exists on the
road.
Such a framework could apply at different levels in the case of road traffic law.
At the closest level of similarity it would be necessary to ban cars as we now know
them. As a system of transport, private cars are more dangerous than the industries

covered by the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974; and although it would be
necessary to provide reasonable alternatives to car use in such an eventuality, the
economic justification for car use is less.

Taking a more tolerant view would mean that in any accident where a
vulnerable road user was hit by a motorist, the motorist would be automatically
responsible. With the "Albanian solution",TM the behaviour of the pedestrian or
cyclist could be used as a mitigating factor in sentencing, but the motorist would
still be guilty.
An even more tolerant attitude would be to accept a more stringent view of the
with mandatory custodial sentences for failing to stop and for
North Report
driving while disqualified,65 much higher levels of enforcement, automatic and
semi-automatic controls and a far greater chance of motorists being prosecuted for
offences, with a much higher chance of disqualification as a sentence. But even if
this occurred in conjunction with an alternative transport policy to reduce car use,
more stringent testing, and engineering of the environment to reduce danger, most
acts of rule- or law-breaking would still go unpunished, often because they were
unobservable. It would therefore be necessary to create an offence of strict liability
where a motorist is involved in a road traffic accident in which a vulnerable road
user is injured, with a likely (or mandatory) loss of licence if found guilty, and the
right of defence by the motorist based on contributory negligence on the part of the
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vulnerable road user.
Nothing else even approaches an attempt to have a non-discriminatory system
of road traffic law. Vulnerable road users ai doubly discriminated against in that
motorists are routinely allowed to be more dangerous, and in that they, the most
vulnerable, have to suffer disproportionately from this danger. This discrimination
would stillexist even with the strict liabilityprovision outlinedhere, although the
would be better account given to more civilised conditions. As for their obligations,
giving any kind of punishment to pedestrians and cyclists is inequitable while their
environment is unsafe, in much the same way that it is inequitable to blame a
careless factory worker until his or her work conditions are safe. Even discounting
the most severe option outlined above and accepting mass car use as a fact, there
is a good case for having no legal restriction on vulnerable road users until a quite
different system of control is obtained.

Summary and conclusion
The trouble with the facts about the law-breaking of the motorists.., is that
there are too many: it is difficult even to grasp them. In fact, the position has
long since passed far beyond the limits of ordinary law-breaking and become
an exhibition of national degeneracy.TM
JS Dean, Chairman of the Pedestrians Association for Road Safety, writing in 1947.

Most motorists are

law-abiding.67

AA spokesman, Eurosaft 1988 conference.

Laws, and other official sanctions and their operation, are marks of the boundaries
of what the dominant set of political and ideological interests regard as pennissible

in society. As such, there is actually no contradiction between the two above
statements.
The latter is made in terms of what a substantial proportion of motorists deem
to be "real" laws and regulations which they feel are appropriate for them to obey
(although the stresses of life will tend to excuse or mitigate the breaking of even

this rump of regulations). Sometimes the limit at which acceptable behaviour
becomes regarded as deviant can be set on a statistical basis, particularly where
behaviour is easily quantified, and indeed this is the frequently the basis for setting
speed limits.

This means that a Parish Council requesting speed controls on speeding
vehicles can expect the following reply from the Department of Transport:
You state that 'virtually every car' exceeds the speed limit through (your
Parish) by a significant margin. If this is the case it implies that the speed limit
may be set too low to be acceptable to the majority of reasonable drivers.'8

On the other hand, if the boundaries are set in terms of restricting rule and law
infractions which contribute to the motor danger, the former quote is correct.
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if a restriction of motor danger is to be achieved then, while other means may
help, there is no other way that this can happen than by transforming the operation
of road traffic law. It cannot be emphasised too much that, without such a change,

the basic conditions for citizens to move about without excessive danger from
others are impossible to achieve.
One way ofreviewing the basis for such a change is to consider the possibilities
how do such changes fit in
in terms of the response from aggrieved motorists
with attitudes towards errant cyclists and pedestrians?
In order of decreasing severity, the possibilities are as follows:
(i) An idea proposed in the 1930s was to place the blame on motorists whatever
the circumstances on the basis that it was they who had made the road environment
dangerous. If this seems bizarre, it should be compared to modem vehicle and
road engineering designed to cushion the impact of a motorist's errors, even to the
extent of further endangering others' lives. The application of this principle is
simply being applied to the victims of motorisation except that motorists are
looking at legal sanctions rather than physical harm.
(ii) Less extreme, the application of a model drawn on contemporary Health an
Safety legislation does make the vulnerable responsible in certain cases: but the
prior responsibility rests with those who have made the environment dangerous in

the first place. To fulfil this responsibility would in practice mean that no
restrictions could be placed on the vulnerable until there were fundamental changes
in access to car use and, after that, motorists' behaviour.

(iii) A much less extreme view suggests that the motor danger cannot be
reduced to create as safe an environment as a workplace. Nevertheless, the
principle long held in road traffic law, and implicitly supported by North, would
be invoked. This is that, although there may be annoyance and inconvenience to
other road users and that cyclists and pedestrians might legally be responsible for
accidents,7° they are "less dangerous to other road users" and should accordingly
be less prone to punishment, at least in degree.
Consider this view in context. Examine the behaviour of an average motorist
in terms of rule infraction, whether it be the Highway Code (say Paragraphs 47,49,
50, 51, 54, 55, 60, 65, 66, 83, 84, 93, 110, 116, 124, 125) or the laws regularly
broken as described above. If just half of that rule- and law-breaking behaviour
which had a potential to cause harmful accidents was dealt with under existing law,
most motorists would have been banned for some considerable period of time. The
remaining half of the bad driving behaviour would still be potentially more severe
than the non-motorist misdemeanours.
In other words, if instead of the law being invoked, even with its trivial level
of penalties, to a tiny minority of its potential, it was invoked to half of its potential,
there would be still be too little opportunity to seriously consider the relevance of
non-motorist rule infraction. So, even without demanding the basis of law and its
enforcement specified in (i) and (ii) above, it would still be necessary to give prior
consideration to motor offences in a way which would demand making crashes
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where non-motorists are involved offences of strict liability, with motorists
required to prove innocence.
This principle is more in tune with other European legal philosophies than with
the English one
but is still quite capable of fitting in with the English system.
All that has to be recognised is that there is something special about being in control
of a motor vehicle. As the rest of the road safety lobby recognises, motorists are

likely to commit potentially dangerous rule infractions at some stage in their
careers even if they are highly skilled and careful. And, as shown above, even under
existing law they are regularly committing easily observable infractions as a matter
of course.
All this would inconvenience many motorists. But the current situation means
that we all venture out into the road environment in effect at our own risk, with those
using the benign modes even more so. Even the most extreme of the above views,
which I reject, means having some danger on the road, and replacing this situation
by one where the potentially dangerous venture out with a real risk of losing driving
licences. The alternative is a continuation of the legitimised endangering of others
sanctioned by the framework of the law and those who are supposed to enforce it.
At the most pessimistic, the offence of strict liability for motorists in collisions
with benign mode users would mean an "unfair" situation for motorists running the

risk of punishment (albeit with chance to prove innocence) in place of the really
unfair situation of benign mode users having no real right to be safe on their own
roads. Beefing up the legal status of Highway Code regulations for motorists, and
legal and other controls on motor danger, is a necessary addition
but not
replacement - so that we do not have to wait until the worst comes to the worst.
The alternative is one where criminal negligence is tolerable and is exacerbated by

the road safety lobby's insistence on targets, the implication being that such
cts become tolerable when their number has reached some nominal level.
Meanwhile, it is possible to buy an insurance policy which gives chauffeurdriven car travel for those who have been banned for careless driving or speeding:7'
this constitutes a legally allowed incentive to break the road traffic law. The point
is that unless we go beyond this particular legitimation of motor danger, negotiating a path through the layers of disincentive to behave in a civ ilised fashion, we
will never properly consider the problem.
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The doctor's tale
MOST GPs rely on their cars: in a recent television documentary about a country
practitioner, his round of visits was broken up by as much by interviews from the
driving seat as from the surgery desk; and doctors were among the first groups to
be car-users.
Perhaps it is because ofthis relationship ofdependency thatdoctors havefailed
to grasp the nettle in the road safety debate. The British MedicalAssociation could
speak out about the damaging effects of mass car use, as it has done about other
social issues.

+++

Like the other sections of the road safety lobby, the medical element has an
incorrect idea of what safety on the road should be about. It has also been unable
to give proper attention to the many other health problems of a motorised society.
Its theory and method of individual epidemiology tend to concentrate on, and to
blame, the victims of wider social processes which escape analysis.

Medical ideology

-

doctors

Like other professionals, doctors as a social group tend to be particularly unrepresentative of women, the working class, disabled people and non-car users. While

some medical schools may now attempt to apply equal opportunity patterns of
student selection, it is likely that doctors will continue a tradition of being more
likely to be car users than the population as a whole, although the gap is narrowing
with increased car use. It is important to note that doctors have long had a close
affinity with car use. Indeed, before the war they were one of the few identifiable
social groups (the others being the wealthy and professional drivers) likely to drive.
Doctors often claim that their job is not to question the social status quo. Yet
in the post-war period they have formed a strong lobby on fiscal policies affecting
alcohol and tobacco, and on the organisation of the National Health Service. These

activities are an extension of the use of power involved in establishing their
position in society through professional organisation. In road safety they play a role
in lobbies, of which the most important is the Parliamentary Advisory Council on
Transport Safety (PACTS), where they are represented by nine different groups,
including the British Medical Association. Medical approaches are linked in with
the work of engineers, providing a basis for initiatives such as seat belt legislation.
Although the road safety lobby can decry the lack of involvement of departments
of health in Europe,' the British medical establishment plays a pivotal role in "road
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safety".
Despite suffering a welter of criticism of traditional medical thinking from
alternative complementary health advocates, feminist critics and radical doctors,
doctors still manage to make theirpronouncements with considerable authority. In
their relationship with the media, they retain an unusual power to define problems
and their solutions.2 The traditional figure of the man in the white coat continues
to retain much of its influence. Where this patemalist figure may have waned in

influence it has been replaced by a more modem, media-conscious image,
associated with ideas of individual self-help and consumerist responses to social
problems.3

As with the engineers, the validity of the doctors' message rests on its claim to
be scientific. As with the engineers, too, this assumption is frequently erroneous
and has been criticised from a number of positions:

The claim to a scientific status frequently founders on the failure of
medical practice to meet its own criteria of scientific method.
The theory and method draw on ideas derived from the "natural" sciences

(known as positivism) which may be inappropriate to human society.
Whatever the truth of this, the business of tiying to isolate discrete
elements from a complex societal totality has particularly severe shortcomings when there is constant shifting about of risk-taking and danger
from one part of the system to another.
The approaches used fail to recognise commercial and wider social forces
and the background assumptions of the professionals themselves.

The objective of the enterprise the professionals are engaged in has not
been fully agreed on.
Unlike with the rest of the "road safety" community, the criticisms of medicine
are reasonably well established, often having taken root within medicine itself.
Alternative defmitions of the objectives of medical practitioners, opposition to
victim-blaming and the need for wider social change have secured a presence in
current thought. At the heart of the object of criticism is the focus on individual
epidemiology rather than social ecology.

Medical ideology

-

individual epidemiology

Traditional epidemiology attempts to make links between morbidity and mortality

among specific groups of individuals, on the one hand, and factors with some
potential for being specified as causative, on the other. Why particular groups are
chosen, or the causative factors investigated, may tell more about the ideologies of
the society we live in than give a real causal link to disease generation. The wider
processes that allow the prevalence of the causative factors (smoking, polluted
food, and soon) are not examined and neither are the reasons why particular groups
of people are associated with those causative factors in the first place. Emphasis on
139

DEATh ON ThE STREETS

individuals can lead to a kind of victim-blaming, with unreasonable expectations
for change placed on the afflicted individual. As the title of a critical paper says:
"You are doing harm to your health: the ideology and politics ofvictim amin"4
The argument is cogently expressed in a critique of epidemiological analyses
of health problems associated with tobacco and alcohol:
No theory based on a mathematical technique can satisfactorily explain the
social, medical, and biochemical processes involved in the use of alcohol or
any other drug... With such theories one cannot build one discovery upon
another to form an even more comprehensive theory. One must always start
at the beginning again or merely string together a number of disconnected
statements.5

The charge is that without studying the underlying processes the researcher is
caught up in a futile endeavour separated from the real issues. In fact it may be that
radical methods are not required to deal with the above problems, however, with

more powerful industries than the tobacco industry, and a central element of
society such as the transport system being involved, something more comprehen-

sive is needed. In so far as fiscal and legal restraint (such as the medical
establishment advocates for tobacco and alcohol use) is an approach which I
propose in Chapter 17, it has not appeared on the health professionals' agenda.
There is also debate about the objectives of practitioners, including discussion
of the nature of health and the right of individuals to avoid paternalistic compulsion
to be "healthy".6

The so-called new public health movement has made these issues visible to
doctors using methods varying from cuniculum design to institutional programmes

(although the extent to which they are taken on board by the establishment is
limited). Using a well-worn analogy of health practitioners as life-savers rescuing
drowning people in a fast-flowing river (the classic medical interventionist), the
public health movement seeks to pose questions about why people fall in the river

in the first place. Such questioning could well be repeated in the "road safety"
community. It might look at the nature of the present transport system critically,
rather than accepting the transport status quo. It might listen to the people who are

supposed to be served (although the view of the motorist ends up as the one
heeded), and allow people choices with their own lives. The road safety community
might also recognise the folly of attempts to quantify human suffering, and see the
danger of cost-benefit analyses.
This leads to a picture of the requirements for health: the provision of safe and
adequate food, shelter and sanitation, as well as such qualitative characteristics as
freedom from poverty and fear, and a range of environmental prerequisites.7 The
relevance of this to road safety is to stress the removal of danger to create a life of
higher quality.

While the input of the new public health, and of radical strands in medicine,
could inform changes in road safety thinking, however, it needs first to go to work
on the medical establishment. For even under the name of preventive medicine and
public health, the medical establishment has not looked back upstream. For those
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of us who have been highlighting the ability to change those features of a road
environment which lead to "accidents", it is particularly frustrating that when
doctors intervene in the naine ofprevention they do not look at the real preventive
approaches required. The medical establishment remains trapped by cost-benefit
analyses and a refusal to question the transport status quo, or the realities of risk
compensation. Confronted by the task ofpicking glass out ofseat occupants' faces
(a popular image invoked to campaign for seat belt legislation), doctors could think
of seat belts, but not about the origins of the crash.
Here epidemiology is particularly vulnerable to criticism. Risk compensation
shows that an underlying factor risk-taking is always there. The efforts of the
road safety lobby have redistributed it. Epidemiology can take a surface analysis

of the symptoms at any one time. But, failing to recognise that it will always be
there means that measures are supported which could lead to epidemiologists some
years later looking at another manifestation of the same cause. With road safety this
has meant that danger has been redistributed on to those least capable of protecting
themselves and who pose the least danger to others.
The inappropriateness of the epidemiological model to safety on the roads was
suggested in Britain some 20 years ago by the psychologist, John Cohen. He argued

that "black spot" removal might perhaps lead to "black spots" reappearing
elsewhere (now known as "accident migration"). He wrote:
The accident rate might be reduced, for a time or permanently, at the sites
where the changes were made but this decline might be cancelled out by an
increase elsewhere... To my mind the approach to road safety which seems...
promising is one which attempts to identify the properties and shortcomings of
the system as a whole.8

Doctors and road safety practitioners should heed this. It will mean questioning
the use of categories, and ensuring that the subjects of study are often simply the
most compliant and least powerful, that the wider social origins are studied, and
that the object of good practice is redefined away from reducing costs to reducing
danger at its source.
It would mean removing the danger from vulnerable road users, allowing them

to make decisions which (barring danger to others and some consideration of
nuisance) would still imply the possibility of their being hurt or killed. While one
would expect casualty rates to fall in the first instance, they might not fall that much,

and if safer conditions enticed more people into walking and cycling, one might
expect higher net casualties for those modes, and (given their particular vulnerability) higher gross casualties for the population as a whole.

A healthy alternative
The aim for health professionals should be to properly consider the relationship of
transport and health throughout society,9 in order to assess the health problems
detailed in Chapter 14. The critique of aspects of traditional medicine should be
extended into medicine's view of danger on the road, with the move away from
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individual epidemiology taken up by otherprofessionals who have been concerned
about road safety.
but it should be on the various
Good epidemiological work could be done

health problems generated by mass car use, from the carcinogenesis and other
disease generation by material in vehicle emissions, to the effects of lost public
transport services, community severance by road building, and so on. In so far as
strictly medical expertise is required, it could be provided in areas such as provision

of trauma care centres in hospitals, where there are claims for the potential
Another similar area
reduction of numbers in the order of i ,000 deaths a
might be the less glamorous, but possibly just as relevant, issue of first aid and
paramedical training."
Indeed, apart from the statistical problems outlined above in this book, doctors'
views are influenced by there being numbers of "accident" casualties which are

apparently low when compared to those attributed to other health problems.
However, by adding up the figures for the health problems of mass car use as a
whole, or by calculating the numbers that doctors claim to benefit through using

better medical intervention after accidents (and who do not appear on injury
statistics therefore), the problem of traffic accidents could be much greater.
Contributors to the British Medical Journal can state:
Doctors seem to spend their time these days exhorting their patients to adopt
healthier habits.., to wear seat belts, helmets... But perhaps the most important risks to health are beyond people's immediate control, caused by the
unhealthy habits not of individuals but an energy hungry and throwaway
society.'2

But there is no sense in which the radical change called for in the article has
really penetrated medical thinking. The much publicised support for cycling'3
involves no real commitment to the kind of measures required to support alternatives to car use.'4 Like so much else it tries to deal with the issue without touching
the problem at its core. An attempt to back up the report at the BMA's annual
meeting by calling for the need to discourage car use to be mentioned was
dismissed.'5

Doctors could consider transport safety issues in the same way that they claim
to consider other aspects of health policy.
Why not examine the adverse effects of "road safety" policies in the same way

that the side effects of new drugs are considered? And if a certain attitude is
appropriate to advertising by the tobacco industry, why should it be different for
car and petrol producers whose products also endanger public health?
1f doctors were to reconsider their attitudes to motoring: from financing their
own mileage allowances; to prescribing drugs to drivers; to the methods of analysis
chosen for what they define as "accident problems", as well as the wider questions

of health and transport, they may find that there is considerable scope for selfcriticism.
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"Sorry mate..." The conspicuity con
VOLUNTARY TESTING and police surveys indicate that up to two million drivers
in the UK would not meet the eyesight standard laid down by the current driving
test. In spite ofthis astonishing figure, the road safety lobby continues to ignore the
motorists' own backyard when it comes to apportioning blamefor the high number
of accidents which are passed off with the phrase "sorry mate.. .1 didn't see you".

+++
A central focus of "road safety" campaigns and legislation has been the visibility
of road users and objects in the road environment. Moving about without getting
into collisions must include an element of seeing and being seen; but how vision
fits into associated mental and behavioural processes - what "seeing" means in
its full senseis a more complex issue. So, too, is the question of what groups of
road user are to be responsible for "being seen". As lighting on the road, and of
vehicles, improves, we also have to consider adaptation of road user behaviour.

This can mean the safety benefit being absorbed as a performance benefit by
motorists so that they use less attentiveness, higher speeds, and so on.
The issue of visibility, like so many others, involves questions of the power and

freedom of different road user groups. Its discussion by the road safety lobby,
legislators and manufacturers has been an expression of these different interests
and has strengthened the power of dangerous road users against vulnerable ones.

143

DEATH ON THE STREETS

The efforts of the road safety lobby have been marked by absent or inadequate
evidence, the influence of manufacturer pressure and a view of the problem which
has confused understanding and diverted attention away from basic issues.
A brief history

Pressure for vehicles to carry lights existed in the nineteenth century, and after
lobbying by groups including the Cyclists' Touring Club, the Lights on Vehicles
Act 1907 compelled every vehicle to carry a white light at the front at night.'
Emergency regulations during the First World War (later repealed) required
cyclists to show a red rear light as well. From that time on till the Road Transport
Lighting (Cycles) Act 1945, the cycling organisations opposed the need for cyclists
to have compulsory rear lights. The grounds for opposition were that:

The principle of road usage had been to place the onus of responsibility
on the overtaker, and this was being reversed in favour of the "heaviest
the opposite of the nautical principle of sail
and fastest" vehicles
before steam.2

Theprincipleofdrivinghad
been for motorists' speed
tobegovemedbythepower
of their headlamps. Pan-
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It now seems that the concerns on which this opposition was based were well
founded. Some 70 years later, cyclists still complain about the unavailability of
cheap and reliable lights and the inability to prove that lights smashed in a coffision
were functioning. More powerful car and street lights are accompanied by higher
speeds, widespread breaking of Paragraph 50 of the Highway Code and a general

increase in danger from cars. Cyclists and motorcyclists are pressured to use
reflective and fluorescent clothing and other supposed conspicuity aids. The main
legislative thrust has been towards daytime motorcycle headlamp use.
The appeal to pedestnans has been more recent, although the 1970s saw the
"Wear Something Light at Night" campaign (before widespread availability of
reflective materials), which included advice to walkers to carry folded newspapers

at night. The winter months typically see a national campaign mounted by the
Department of Transport. The 1989 campaign had some characteristic features:
support from the manufacturers of "conspicuity aids" (3M); a victim-blaming
attitude towards vulnerable road users who failed to wear something reflective or
fluorescent at night and during the day (called "dimwits"); an assumption of equal
responsibility between motorist and the vulnerable (although most of the effort is
directed at the vulnerable); and neglect of legal requirements for motorist eyesight,
with advice to them instead to be more alert. Hard evidence as to the benefits of the
adoption of such attempts to "be seen" was absent.

The business of "seeing"

When people talk about "seeing" they refer to a lot more than the process of
receiving light from an object on the retina of their eyes. Seeing involves making
sense of, and understanding, or perceiving, the image, and relating it to the correct
programme of behaviour. Images do not just fall on a blank mental screen, but fit
into preconceived ideas about the status of the person or object they signify. On the
road, these involve ideas about how different road users should be reacted to. Also
involved is an active element of watchfulness and the willingness to be aware of
the different possible road users who may be around the next corner.
Being prepared to take the physical steps to look for these objects or people
involves having adequate eyesight, looking in the right directions, leaving enough
time to register the image, and so on. It also involves knowing how to react, and
an initial willingness to react properly. After all, there are none so blind as those
who will not see.
A. The ability to see

Evidence on the physical ability to see comes from voluntary tests taken by
motorists, and surveys by traffic police. They indicate that between one and two
million motorists cannot pass the existing eyesight test.4 In one spot check, Devon
and Cornwall police are reported as finding that the driver of a packed 53-seat
coach was nearly blind; he informed them that he "suffered from terrible headaches", and was advised to seek treatment.5 The eyesight test dates from pre-war
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times. It can be passed by some people registered as blind,6 and has been criticised
by the Association of Optometrists for not being scientificallybased.7 Little or no

study has been made of factors such as unrestricted head movement or the
psychomotor skills which dictate how the body deals with mental reactions. New
evidence suggests that one in five drivers suffer from low luminance myopia or
"night blindness".8
The official attitude has been to recommend that a right of appeal should be
introduced for drivers who fail the present eyesight test.9 The Guild of Experienced
Motorists, supposedly concerned at what they estimate as one million motorists
incapable of meeting the current standards, gives free roadside eyesight tests - on
the basis that police will not be informed of negative results.'° A leading member
of the road safety lobby can suddenly become an advocate for the theory of risk
compensation:
"deteriorating eyesight is not a significant factor in the cause of road accidents... People don't willingly put themselves in danger. They automatically
compensate for their poor vision."
More important, the DTp has taken the approach that it is not the inadequacy
of eyesight which counts, but the willingness of motorists to use their eyes.'2 This
is an excellent example of a good

argument being used for a bad
cause,namely to avoid performing
simple controls, such as eyesight
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tests after accidents, or other 0M THt.
checks. It is also thoroughly f'A i1-thypocritical, as no real effort is

made to achieve such willingness
and in fact most official effort
effectively leads to discouraging
it.

B. Observation

The next stage in the process of
"seeing" is using visual ability to
observe what is, or may be, in the

road environment. Material instructing people to drive properly
stresses the importance of "seeing' that is not simply 'looking".'3
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It calls for active visual work:
an
"making your eyes work"
"acute sense of observation" that
"requires intense concentration".
This involves such details as the

_______________________
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facial expression of other motorists, whether parked vehicles are empty, the
position of pedestrians' feet and how other motorists hold the steering wheel.'4 It
also involves anticipating road users who may not have emerged into the road
environment, and all-round awareness far ahead.
Advanced driver training involves advice to change focal point at least every
two seconds.'5 Willingness to anticipate visual signals to watch out - is crucial.
Research shows a major difference between the conspicuity of objects, such as road
signs, which are searched for by motorists (search conspicuity) and those which
have to catch their attention (attention conspicuity). Conspicuity in the former case
is far higher.'6

C. Acting appropriately
Paragraph 50 of the Highway Code states: "Never drive so fast that you cannot stop
well within the distance you can see to be clear." Unless the instruction to match
speed with vision is adhered to, there is no point having adequate visual ability or

looking out for other people or objects. The same applies to the possession of
driving skills, and the willingness to use them at all times, in general.
In context, then, the visual signals emitted by road users and objects in the road
environment are a small part of the process of seeing. The process is not reducible
to any one of its parts. Observation involves physical abilities such as the ability
to move the head easily, and being able to respond in time to images depends on
driver speed. What emerges is the importance of the active factorthe willingness
to watch out determines the whole process. Even with a physical inadequacy, the

determination to see others with adequate time to react properly would lead
motorists to try and compensate by driving more slowly and with more general
care. Where the physical defect cannot be compensated for,'7 one would expect a
commitment for enforced testing and eyesight checks. While this willingness is
absent, pressure on the vulnerable to "be seen" misses out on the central parts of
this process and on the determining element.
This again raises the issue of something not just failing to address a problem,
but making it worse by diverting resources and consciousness away from what
needs to be done. On top of this, accustoming motorists to easier conditions can
reduce alertness and make it easier to justify unwillingness to see.

Safety benefits consumed as performance benefits
to increase motor danger
Consider the wording of an advertisement for 3M's reflective sheeting. It accompanies a photograph of a fatigued, elderly driver with half-closed eyes. The text
refers to "drivers who are fatigued, suffering from poor night vision and those
affected by age" and is headed: "He's tired, having trouble seeing, it's dark and
starting to rain
his journey home could be a nightmare." This is basically
encouraging people to break the Highway Code, or is at the least, collusion with
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lt sounds like this driver's journey could be a
nightmare for other road users as well. A well
marked route could increase his speed.

those who do.
Easier visibility can gen-

erate higher speeds. The
modem highway engineer' s
concern with long sight lines
has led to the problems associated with motorways and
similar types of road.'8
The mstallation of reflec-

tor posts on roadsides in
Finland to increase optical
guidance and help drivers to
foresee the road alignment so

that they can prepare them
seives ior ule unving tasKs
ahead and to promote traffic
safety" was recently studied.
On one type of road there was
no change in the accident rate.

On the other: "the reflector

posts increased driving

speeds in darkness by 5 kph...
[andi... mcreased the number

of injury accidents by 43 per
cent and all accidents by 20
per cent. Accidents in darkness increased most.
The converse is also true:
the research shows that "bad

or rather low, visibility reduces the chances of pedestrians dying when they have
been involved in a collision with a motor vehicle.20
People see largely what they want to see. If emphasis on one part of the process
of seeing results in unwillingness to tackle the more important aspects, the result
could be no overall benefit, or even a disbenefit. This might be why there is little
or no evidence as to the benefit of attempts to make road users more conspicuous.

The evidence

(i) Motorcyclists
Pressure on motorcyclists to have daytime lights, including legal compulsion, has

been a preoccupation of the road safety lobby since the early 1960's. There is,
however, no conclusive evidence for the benefits of daytime headlights legislation
for motorcyclists.2' Extrapolation from experimental studies fails, as with the use
148

4

N

r

\

t
'1

I

I

/

,

A white.otpolie,,ia,i s/iinIni'/us red tor. Ii

I11111F

I

to

enforce the 20 mph speed lumi during i/i,

The massive increase in road deaths in 1939 ¡s

often attributed to the blackout conditions,
along with the influx of novice and overseas service personnel drivers. In
fact, the increase in economic activity during the war may be more relevant.
Policing of motorists was increased in 1942, but a more likely cause of the

decrease a23 per cent drop in car, bus and lorry occupant deathsis that
motorists were quite capable of driving more safely in very dark conditions,
but had to have the experience and incentive to do so.
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ofother safety aids, to consider how a change in the use ofmotorcycle lights might

not isult in less likelihood ofcrashes. The possibilities ofmotorists looking for
lights instead ofmotorcycles or ofrisk compensation by motorcyclists themselves
being less careful, are not considered.
The real issues of motorcycle safety
the danger posed to vulnerable road
users by motorcyclists, and the fault of motorists in the majority of accidents
involving other vehicles - are ignored, just as they are with the helmet issue. n
is easier to compelmotorcycists to do something which has no proven benefit than
to consider important questions relating to more powerful road user groups.
A US motorcycle researcher counted the number of "violations" (the number
oftimes motorists carried outmanoeuvres which impinged onhis right ofway and
could have been defmed as traffic offences) over three 30 day periods on the same
route atthe same time ofday. In the firstperiodhe worenormalmotorcycle clothing
without reflective gear or the headlight on. In the second he had the headlight on,
and in the third used reflective clothing and had the headlight on. The three periods
scored 1.9, 1.8 and 2 violations per day respectively. During a fourth period of 14
he was
days the experiment was continued with no violations recorded at all
dressed to resemble a police motorcyclist! (This survey uses a small sample of
incidents and is highly subjective, but nevertheless instructive.)24

A major piece of research in Britain gives an unwitting example of the
difference between search and attention conspicuity. In the pilot test, the subject
was tested for his ability to notice motorcycles with and without daytime lights
after first being informed of the purpose of the study. Once aware of the purposes
of the experiment, he had no problems in noticing all the motorcycles whether or
not they used daytime lights.
(ii) Cyclists

In Britain the evidence available for the effects of conspicuous cyclist clothing is
based on experiments where distances left by vehicles overtaking cyclists, and the
earliest point that a subject wearing different amounts and kinds of high-visibility
clothing could be seen by observers,27 were measured. These experiments found
that passing distances left by overtaking motorists increased with spacers or full-

sleeved jackets made out of high-visibility material, but the effect of clothing
which was less bright (that is, without full sleeves, which cyclists could not be
expected to wear in summer) was minimal. There is a criticism that the conditions
in which the experiments were done were not fully representative of conditions

which cyclists might find elsewhere; more important, that giving inadequate
overtaking distance may be due more to misjudging distance rather than to the lack
of conspicuity of the cyclist (as seen by considering the significance of the use of

spacers in the experiment).28 Then, as the report noted, drivers allow different
overtaking distances in different conditions: the real determinant of whether
cyclists would be given a wide berth or not was the width of the road. This backs
up what many cyclists feel, namely that motorists know what behaviour they
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should engage in irrespective ofthe clothing worn by cyclists, but frequently
are simply unwilling to engage in

it. Finally, because not more
than about one in ten of all
cycling accidents involve
motorists overtaking, such
experiments are of limited
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relevance.
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As the Department of
Transport itself admitted
when questioned specifically
on evidence from actual accidents:

It is true that we do not
have accident data which
shows

specifically that

conspicuity aids - eg,
lights and reflectors, bright

and reflective clothing minimise the number of
road accidents involving
pedal cyclists.29

j'

Even the obvious danger
of not using a functioning rear

.

light figures rather less in

r

reality than is suggested by

the frequent citing of this
behaviour as a major "cycle safety" problem. Only some 15 per cent of cycling
accidents occur in the dark.3o Allowing for a significant proportion of cyclists not
having functioning rear lights (say, 25 per cent), and a doubling of the chances of
being in a crash when not using a rear light, we would still have a cause affecting
not more than 7.0 per cent of cycling accidents. And since a minority of cycling
accidents involve being run into from behind, it is unlikely that the figure could be
anything like as high as this. Other variables would have to be considered as well.
More interesting is the old question raised by the cycling groups 60 years ago the extent to which the absence of a rear light should be seen as the "cause" anyway.
If motorists are watching out for unlit pedestrians on built-up roads (which are lit

at night) where most cycling accidents occur, a cyclist moving away from them
should not pose much of a "seeing" problem anyway.

Even this may be allowing too much importance to the lights question.
Research material from the Continent indicates that the beneficial effect of lights
is dubious.3' In a study of the presence or absence of bicycle lamps in night-time
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accidents in Copenhagen, some 14 per cent of accidents involved non-light users.
Leaving aside questions of whether this could have been a contributory factor
whetherpeople without lights ride worse, whether it was not the cyclist's fault, and
so on - it emerges that the proportion of cyclists without lights was higher than
the proportion of cyclists in accidents without lights. The implication is that the
absence of lights leads to cyclists being more careful, and/or that on brightly lit
streets cycle lights are irrelevant. This is backed up by a report for Avon County
Council which indicated that defective lighting was a contributory factor in some
9.0 per cent of all accidents in the dark, just one per cent of total accidents, with
about one in three bicycles in the area having defective lighting. 32
Muchofthefailure ofconspicuity aids toreduce cyclistcasualties is summarised

by a voice of (partial) dissidence from within the road safety establishment.
Describing their contribution as "limited", the long-serving national cycling
officerofRoSPA, HowardBoyd, stated: "[A] highly successfulcampaign [to wear
veryvisible clothing] wouldnotmake a great impact oncyclistaccidentfigures. . .the
author' s view is that widespreaduse of any of the [conspicuity] aids would not have
much effect on the annual total of cycling deaths."33 Boyd points out that campaigns urging the use of such aids are "too easy" to mount because of the pressure
of manufacturers and the ease of placing the onus on a group which is physically,
politically and ideologically vulnerable. In his awareness of the pitfalls of encouraging high-visibility clothing, Boyd suggests that it "might encourage an
unconscious attitude among other road users that cyclists are to blame if drivers fail
to notice them."34 (I would suggest there is little question of "might".)
One particular case is of interest: the bicycle wheel reflector. Describing the
many resources spent on promoting what he calls "relatively ineffective visibility
aids", Boyd says:
Pressure to include them in the International Standard... came from manufacturers and well-meaning legislators, not from accident researchers. In
practice wheel-mounted reflectors must have a very low accident prevention
value as there are few situations where one can visualise that a collision might
be averted because of their use. No studies have been undertaken to evaluate
the effect that their mandatory use is having on cycling accidents. Yet millions
of bicycles in many countries all over the world are being fitted with wheel
reflectors, at a cost of many millions of dollars, all because the International
Standards Organisation committee followed the US Consumer Product Safety
Commission in thinking it would be a good idea. "

But even Boyd is perhaps not sceptical enough. He clings to the belief that some
aids are "good", without considering the overall context and risk compensation by
all parties involved. His attitude of arguing for other measures will have little effect
as long as some support is given, as RoSPA has always given it, to such "aids". The
fact is that accident research figures are not the deciding force in political decisionmaking, and will be used even if they are erroneous (as with seat belts and crash-

helmets), as long as the measure taken fits in conveniently with prevailing
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attitudes. There is now some indication that research figures on the ineffectiveness
of wheel reflectors are being used
to push for reflective bicycle tyre walls. A
much firmer break with the ideology and practice of the road safety establishment
is called for.
(iii) Cars

Using the criteria of the road safety lobby, it would appear consistent to argue for
brighter-coloured cars. There is some evidence that different-coloured cars have
different accident rates, and one study of fire-engines indicates that they had less
accidents when they were repainted bright yellow. The mandatoiy use of daytime

lights on cars in Sweden may have been beneficial for cyclists (but not for
Common sense would suggest, however, that ifmotorists get used to
a brighter environment - such as one where lighting-up hours are extended into
twilight their tendency to pick out the smaller amount of light from cyclists and
pedestrians will be reduced. There is unlikely to be any study showing that this is
the case. Evidence that the vulnerable had yet again been disadvantaged would
only result in more calls for them to make whatever pathetic or hopeless attempts
they could to keep up with a less attentive and faster-moving motoring environmotorists).37

ment. Also, with "better" lighting, the additional problems of glare and distinguishing between more and faster-moving lights increase.
(iv) Pedestrians

As predicted by the pre-war cyclists, pedestrians are the next to be victim-blamed.38
A court report meriting a few column inches in my local newspaper tells how

a 21-year-old man was hit by a car near the brow of a hill on a road in a built-up
area in north London and killed. A passenger in the car said they were doing just
over the speed limit. The driver said it was dark, and his passenger that they "didn't
remember seeing anybody until the impact". The police said the road was well lit.
Maybe this story can be looked at for the ease with which a young man's death
merits such little attention; or the way, despite admission of rule breaking, no
prosecution occurs; or the trivial sentence which no doubt would have followed if
it had. My point is to show how easily the motorist can fall back on the "Sorry, mate,

didn't see you" argument. If it was well lit, he should have been able to see; more
important, jf it was dark he should have been slowing down. The readiness with
which the "conspicuity con" may be invoked implicates the road safety lobby and
all the conspicuity merchants in deaths such as this one.
It can not be emphasised too much that this "ordinary" death has a particular
importance which other more obviously grotesque examples - which graduate to
getting a few column inches in the national press do not:
An 89-year-old driver without his driving glasses collides with a baby on
a pedestrian crossing, causing the child probable brain damage, and fails
to stop. He receives a ban and £300 fine.40
An ex-ambulance driver who could not read a number plate at two metres
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kills a woman on a pedestrian crossing: he had knocked another woman
down seven months earlier and received a fme for careless driving with
his eyesight unquestioned. He receives a ban, a suspended prison sentence
and a £300 fine.4'
These cases should show up the failure of the road safety lobby to consider
defective eyesight a problem, as well as the usual trivial response from the courts
when the worst comes to the worst. But it is much more important not to be drawn
into long campaigns to institute random eyesight testing at the expense of cracking

and who are
down on those who do not use what visual ability they have
pandered to relentlessly and dangerously by the road safety lobby.

Conclusion
Advice to the vulnerable to attempt to be seen is unlikely to be ofmuch use, because
it relies on one small part ofthe "seeing" process. As this book argues throughout,

a rational and fair transport safety policy would put the onus on the potentially
dangerous and less vulnerable, rather than the other way round. The responsibility
of the vulnerable should be far less (or perhaps not considered at all until the
responsibility of the dangerous has been properly addressed) not only because
of their relative lack of danger to others, but because whatever they do they depend
for their safety on the motorised, and the converse is not really true.
In the case of conspicuity, the aids suggested may be virtually irrelevant such
as reflective dog leads, thin strips of reflective tape on umbrella tips or rear bicycle
wheel spoke reflectors (seen too late to avoid collision). Or their relevance may be
minimal. As with all minimal controls on motorist danger, conspicuity aids detract
attention from more important questions (motorist seeing); they "may encourage
the idea that the vulnerable are to blame if motorists fail to notice them",42 or they
otherwise lower attentiveness and increase speeds. A minimal restraint becomes
a pseudo-restraint, and the "solution" becomes part of the problem.

The traditional opposition to this line of argument is that concentration on
motorists' eyesight is not contradicted by an attempt to "be seen", that there are
attempts to discuss issues like night blindness, and that possibly vulnerable road
users have to expect more careless and faster motorists. This view is taken up by
cycling magazines trying to develop a sense of pride among cyclists (and to gain
revenue from manufacturers of conspicuity aids). But, attempts to correct the
"seeing" part of the process are somewhat poor and limited. The first effects of
bringing night-time blindness to public attention have been for it to be used as a
mitigating factor in a defence of causing death through reckless driving.43 The
implication of the failure of conspicuity aids is that "seeing" is becoming worse,
not better. Thus we may not just have victim-blaming; not just pathetic attempts by
the vulnerable to protect themselves, or even a necessary "something better than
nothing" attitude which attempts to cope with an inevitable increase in danger. We
may also have something likely to make things worse, when all the indications are
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for the need to reduce the danger at source.
The discussion about conspicuity is often little more than a symbolic statement
about the rights of different road users. Motorists "notice" cyclists without rear
lights, or pedestrians without bright clothing, as a problem. (Indeed, their readiness
to "see" these people is an indication of just how easily they could pick them out
if they really wanted to.) As elsewhere, this reflects the feeling that non-car-users
are failing in obligations. While apparently a harmless enough suggestion, it is
based on a dangerous misunderstanding about the real obligations of road users.
None of this means that people should not be conspicuous, but neither does it mean
that a higher level of obligation should be expected from the vulnerable than was
required from, for example, pre-war cyclists. Efforts to pressure them into being
conspicuous (beyond perhaps a basic minimum) are bound to produce misanderstanding and no benefits, with victim-blaming thrown in for good measure.
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lo.
"Does someone have to die first?"

Problems for pedestrians
BECAUSE, over the last 30 years, there has been a decline in the number of
pedestrians reported killed on British roads, it is common to refer to the "success"
ofthe road safety movement. This ignores the exodus there has been ofpedestrians

the streets. Their habits have changed markedly: in 1971 80 per cent of
parents were happy to see their seven to eight-year-olds walk to school on their
own, by 1990 this figure had fallen to nine per cent.

from

Mr Tony Banks The statistics show that one third of all pedestrians who are
injured in motor accidents, suffer injuries when they are on the pavement...
Mr John Maples -

Presumably, as one third of pedestrians are injured on the
pavement, the other two thirds are injured on the road. Where they should no
be [my

emphasis].

Debate on road safety in the House of Commons, November1989.'

There is an extraordinary gulf in the motoring mind between intention and
action. What are we to do with these people with their split minds? As they kill

and maim pedestrians they chatter: "We are all pedestrians."
JS Dean, Murder Most Foul2

Walking is not just the most basic mode of transport. It is the most equitable, non-

violent, non-polluting, energy-conserving and generally benign way of getting
about. It is available to everybody, apart from a minority of those with physical
disabilities.3

At present it constitutes about one-third of all journeys over 50 yards.4

Walking is also contemptuously treated and has low status in contemporary
society. Pedestrians killed by negligent motorists have their deaths recorded as
"accidents" in coroner's courts, however severe the offence recorded. The general
lenience to the dangerous behaviour of motorists when pedestrians are hurt or
killed, and the legal blind eye shown to the vast majority on behaviour which can
endanger others, has been discussed.5 We live in a society where an MP can get
away with a statement which implies that pedestrians - whether or not they obey
the regulations or laws that he routinely breaks if he is a typical motorist6 -

do not

have the right to cross the road. Walking is regarded as not important, and the
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adjective "pedestrian" has derogatory connotations. In 1976 the Press ridiculed
attempts by the Greater London Council to provide for pedestrians. (Noting the
problems pedestrians faced with traffic in London, research was done showing that
walking comprised 7.0 percent oftotal distance travelled, 38 per cent oftotal travel
time, 41 percent ofjoumeys, and 6Opercent oftravel time by value. The Daily Mail
called it the silliest piece of research of the year.)7
This is no simple failure of courtesy or correct thinking. The trivialising of
walking as a form oftransport, or simply the absence ofconsideration for it, as with
any form of denial or trivialising of the vulnerable by the powerful, holds the
potential for danger. It is also comparatively recent. Until after the Second World
War - with the possible exception of the USA and the fascist countries - it was
assumed that, to a large extent, children would be able to make their way about in
local neighbourhoods unaided. Street photographs in Britain up till the late 1950s
or i 960s reveal not only childinbut all local residents able to move with a freedom
and ease that are rare or non-existent nowadays.8 Such a situation is still the norm
outside the metropolitan countries, and even in parts of Europe serious efforts are
made to reclaim space from car traffic for the pedestrian.9
This state of affairs occurs partly because the pedestrians most likely to suffer,
whether in terms of the effects of being hit by vehicles, or because of their greater
difficulty in coping with traffic in the first place, are elderly, very young or
disabled. These social groups are relatively powerless and mostly unable to define
authoritatively the nature of "the problem".Their problems in this respect are
exacerbated if they are also in a weak class position. For able-bodied adults who
do not have to put up with the personal security problems of subways or other
features of modem urban road design,'° the particular dangers of rural roads, the
community severance of major roads or the difficulties of accompanying small
children or disabled people across roads, life may not seem so bad. Nevertheless,
accidents appear to involve anything up to 20 per cent of the population as
pedestrians at some time in their life."
Pedestrian problems are also not seen as serious
despite campaigns for
pedestrian crossings and interest in traffic calming - because to take pedestrians'
interests seriously would mean seeing them as in conflict with current motoring
behaviour. The anger which follows an accident involving a pedestrian is often
directed at the behaviour of a deviant minority rather than at car use in general. With

the assistance of the road safety lobby, "the traffic", however fast, heavy or
uncontrolled, is seen as something inevitable which has to be deferred to.
Motorists have been able to set the agenda of discussion on their own terms.
Their classic denial of responsibility has been legitimated by the phrase so properly
identified by Dean above: motorists feel that they cannot be accused of antisocial
behaviour because, when they stop playing the motorist role, they may become
pedestrians as well. The other variant of this is the acceptance (with a smile) that
there is indeed a conflict between the two roles. Sometimes people are pedestrians
worrying about the danger from motorists, sometimes they are motorists annoyed
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at pedestrians inconveniencing them. The fact that there are differences in the
vulnerability of, and danger to, others of the two road user groups is forgotten, is
held to be adequately controlled or is accepted as an inevitable fact of life.

General safety problems
The problems forpedestrians start with the absence ofdata on which to assess their
chances of being hurt. As we saw in Chapter 1 , little space is devoted to walking
in the Department ofTransport's National Travel Survey, which expressly ignores

journeys under a mile, although these represent a third of all journeys over 50
ar12 The impact on the amount of walking done produced by increases in
journeys made by car and other forms oftransport was ignored until NTS 1975-76.
The rough count of pedestrian mileage fails to refer to the amount of crossing of
roads of different width, traffic flows and speeds. Figures on shorter trips are also
not included in other official statistics on travel, such as Transport Statistics Great
Britain or the Central Statistical Office's Social Trends.'3

The information we do have tells us that about 60,000 pedestrians were
reported hurt, with 1,694 killed, in 1990.14 This indicates a chance of being hurt
once every 900 years, yet the 1989 Gallup poll indicates that the chance is some
three to five times higher, with apparently a high level of under-reporting. About
a quarter of Gallup's respondents claimed to have had "near misses", and there was
evidence of widespread anxiety about crossing busy roads and fearing for children' s
safety.
The presentation of accident figures without a measure of exposure to danger

which reflects the experience of walking, serves to create a false impression that
things are better than they are for pedestrians. Over the last 30 years there has been
a very slight reduction in the number of pedestrians reported killed and seriously
injured. Yet during this time pedestrian habits have changed markedly; fewer
pedestrian journeys are now made by elderly people and by children, who are now
more likely tobe ferried about by parents or prevented by them from making certain
walking journeys.'6 A detailed survey of schoolchildren in five areas of England
in 1971, followed up in 1990, showed that in the first survey 80 per cent of seven
to eight-year-olds were allowed to go to school on their own, with 75 per cent of
juniors allowed to cross roads on their own. These figures had dropped to 9.0 per
cent and 50 per cent by l990.'
We can obtain a useful picture of the pedestrian experience by looking at a
group whose behaviour is likely to have stayed constant: the ten to 14-year-olds,
who are old enough to have broken from parental control. Between 1956 and 1986
their chances of being killed or seriously injured (per 100,000 of the age group)
more than doubled.'8

This is not just a measure of the suffering of a vulnerable group, but an
indication of the generally worsening situation for all vulnerable road users, along
with the evidence on cyclists and the increasing number (and rate per vehicle) of
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insurance claims. Even this probably underestimates the rise in danger; for,
whatever the complaints ofbad pedestrian behaviour from motorists, pedestrians
have probably adaptednotjust in terms oftaking fewerjoumeys, but in taking moie
care over them. Photographs and fihn of pedestrian behaviour up till the 1960s
show a moie casual form of walking.
Britain fares badly enough in pedestrian accident rates per 100,000 compared
with other countries in
pe'9 But it appears that morejourneys are made in areas
which have traffic calming or in countries which have maintained traditions of
child pedestrian freedom;° so Britain's comparative rate in terms ofjoumeys made

becomes even worse. In addition, British pedestrian behaviour is often more
careful, not less, indicating that the amount of danger should be seen as yet higher
still.
Any such consideration ofhow people actually behave is neglected or opposed
by the DTp. Minimismg the importance of pedestrian journeys allows the DTp,

through the use of the NTS and other official statistics, to suggest that the
proportion of carjoumeys is far higher than it is, and that the safety situation is far
better than it is. All this provides ammunition for the argument that we have been
moving correctly as we proceed down the road of increasing car use, and should
proceed further in the same way.
Sometimes the question of the experience of pedestrians is raised in official

discussion. In presenting its proposals for pedestrians in 1989, the DTp states:
"People worry about walking. 'Perceived risk' has been identified as a significant
deterrent to walking, just as much as knowledge of actual casualties."2' It goes on
to suggest measures which it is claimed will reduce the sense of risk among
pedestrians, but it explains that the priority is casualty reduction. Consider the use
of inverted commas here. They could well be removed from the phrase "perceived

risk", which is all too real - as is the fear of crime - for those who suffer from
it, and is also a consistent causative factor in the production of accidents. By
contrast, inverted commas could be suitably applied to the phrase "casualty
reduction", because the measure of casualty rate chosen is usually the wrong one
for assessment of pedestrian experience, suitable only for serving the roadbuilding, pro-car, policies of the DTp.
To talk about reducing the fear of danger as a secondary aim to casualty
reduction is to talk about them as if they were complementary aims. But, reducing
the fear of danger will often be contradictory to the aim of "casualty reduction".
For when the fear of danger is a correct appreciation of actual danger, which it often
is, if it is relieved by reducing actual danger, the change in behaviour it leads to

(such as more journeys by elderly or child pedestrians) could well involve no
overall drop in casualties. To me it seems that if the chances (per journey, or per
unit of time, or per crossing) were reduced, even if overall casualties were not
reduced, there would have been progress. Indeed there is a case to be made that if
a greater sense of well-being existed, the chances of being hurt (which is only given

by a retrospective statistic where both denominator and numerator can only
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The DTp's purpose of making perceived risk secondary to casualty reduction
is to continue with a programme of reducing the safety of the environment for
pedestrians, or at least to put a block on programmes which reduce danger. This
view is clearly expressed in the ultimate example of confusing the transitive and
intransitive meanings of the word "danger". When I asked the DTp's Head of Road
Safety Division whether he would encourage policies which moved carusers to rail
or bus, since both modes are far safer for other road users and for the people using
them, I obtained the following classic reply. It was that while people might have
a lower chance of being hurt while on public transport, we would have to consider

the negative effect of making more people pedestrians (walking to and from
stations and bus-stops), as walking is the second most "dangerous" mode of
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transport after motorcycling.22 Speaking transitively, of course, walking is hardly
dangerous at all, and the reduction of danger to others when using public transport
also counts.
Until this underlying philosophy changes, there will always be an inherent flaw
in official road safety objectives. Any attempts made to help pedestrians are more
than eroded by the policies supporting increasing car use - policies that could be
seen as a "conspiracy against walking".23
The DTp's recent policy on pedestrians dates from the publication of the 1979
Policy Studies Institute report Walking is Transport,24 one of the few attempts to
consider walking seriously. In response the then Secretary of State forTransport,
Norman Fowler, acknowledged: "[Wjalking undoubtedly serves all and that is
going to be an increasingly important central Government objective." A dis-

cussion paper was promised, but despite reiterating the promise, in 1983 his
successor, Lynda Chalkej decided against it on the grounds of inadequate research
data. Some ten years after the original statement in support of pedestrians' rights,
with millions of extra vehicles on the road encouraged by government, we have
Pedestrian Safety: New Proposals for Making Walking Safer.27
Besides the routine coñfusion over the meaning of "safety", we have the other
usualproblems. Drunkenness among pedestrians is wrongly targeted.28 Conspicuity,
apart from the usual mistake of blaming the victims of those who cannot or will not
see, is brought up without any of the evidence which seems to matter so much when
motorist behaviour is in question. Motorist education is briefly mentioned, despite

the lack of evidence for its beneficial effects. And research on the reduction of
danger accompanying speed reduction is not mentioned. Calling for research is a
classic delaying tactic; if it criticises the status quo it is shelved or denied, whereas
measures which have no supporting, or even some contradicting, evidence (such
as on conspicuity) will be advocated anyway.
Then, of course, there are the problems of pedestrians suffering directly from
noxious gas emissions,29 personal security,3° the diversion of funds 31 to road
building which could be spent on repairing defective footways (implicated in a
half-million estimated falls on the footway),32 and so on.

Who needs a crossing?
Along with the desire to reduce or slow down traffic, the most common form of

local pedestrian campaigning is for one of the types of pedestrian crossing.
Sometimes taking up to ten years of lobbying, these campaigns have to be
supported by local authority councillors for the areas concerned; crossings are
installed only after investigation by council officers who will advise the councillors

as to whether official criteria have been met. There is much flexibility in these
criteria, and the outcome of an often laborious and time-consuming campaign is
generally decided by factors other than the official criteria. In a survey of local
authority practice in London in 1989, we found that the underlying assumptions
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about the freedom of different road user groups, as held by council officers, as well
as the power of local residents and their representatives, are the deciding factor.

(i) The official criteria
There are two sets of official criteria. The first involves squaring the number of
vehicles passing the site in question and multiplying itby the number of pedestrians
crossing there within a given time. If this product (PV2) is above a value of 108, a

crossing may be installed. The second is the number of accidents at the site.
Provided certain design characteristics are met, local authorities then have the
power to install one of the types of pedestrian crossing. But, apart from PV2 and
accidents, certain other criteria were listed by the DTp in its advice note TA 52/87.
These included relaxing the criteria outside hospitals and other kinds of residence

where extra support needs to be given to pedestrians; in particular, one phrase
referring to "other local considerations"35 allows for local authorities to install
crossings in ways which might depart significantly from PV2 and accidents criteria.

(ii).. .and their failings
By considering actual numbers of pedestrians crossing at a particular site, potential
those who might be inhibited from crossing the road at that site
pedestrians

because it is perceived as unsafe - are neglected. Similarly, the absence of
accidents may mask very real dangers for pedestrians, who do not cross at a
particular site precisely because it is dangerous. In both cases, low numerical
values for the traditional criteria may reflect a suppressed demand rather than an
absence of demand.
It would seem sensible, where delay is being considered, to have a formula
which includes counts of both pedestrians and vehicles. But setting the particular
relationship of P and V at PV2, and at a threshold of 108, seems to have been largely

arbitrary. Work was done in the 1960s at the Road Research Laboratory on
computer simulation models for vehicle and pedestrian delays, and since then
further work has been sponsored by the TRRL.36 There are, however, a number of

problems with such modelling exercises, for example: "[WJhile it would be
possible to improve the accuracy of a model representing a particular site by
including behavioural characteristics of pedestrians, any of these characteristics
are site-specific and could not be built into a general model."37

Delay, facility and amenity
Delay costs, like much else in cost-benefit analysis, are contentious. The kind of
delay we should be concerned with is difficult to assess. 38 It has been suggested that
maximum delay rather than average delay or percentage of pedestrians delayed,
merits attention.39 The problem with excessive delay could be that the pedestrians
thus affected would be tempted to cross at unsafe times, 40but this might not be the
only disbenefit. The effects in terms of amenity have received little attention, apart
from in the works of Hillman and a handful of others.4' There is little available
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material on whether the installation of crossings releases suppressed demand.
A fuller picture would require comprehensive infonnation on factors such as

length of specific journeys, width of roads crossed (with flows and speeds of
vehicles) and available crossing facilities,plus the relationship of these characteristics

with those of pedestrians (age, gender, (dis)ability, income, car availability,
journey purpose, and soon) on a national basis. Compare the availability of figures
on car use. A small survey carried out by the Office of Population Censuses and
Surveys in 1980 is one example of the way to this type of data collection. 42

Accidents and safety
With accidents, we have similar problems. As far as crossings are concerned,
discussion centres on "rates" at different kinds of crossing, their relationship with
flow criteria and the effects of installing a crossing on that "rate". The limitations
of present knowledge are as follows:
With under-reporting, we have inadequate knowledge of accidents in the
first place. The numbers recorded appear to be three to six times lower
than the actual number of pedestrian accidents.43

The numbers involved are small at individual sites, with consequent
difficulties for statistical analyses. It would be desirable to analyse data
on an area-wide basis to consider factors such as accident migration.
The generally remarked claim that accidents tend to increase at sites
where previous numbers of accidents have been below the mean following

installation of a crossing may reflect a statistical artifact rather than the
real effect of installation. The only reliable way of assessing a change at
a particular site is one that allows for regression-to-mean effects.
The "rate" generally referred to is one where the denominator is the site,
It would be more appropriate, if we are to be concerned more with the
experience of pedestrians, to consider rather the rate per trip, per road
crossing, per pedestrian-mile, or per pedestrian-minute travelled. These
measures would give an idea of the chances of accidents for pedestrians.
II there is a release of suppressed demand, the rate per site might increase,
while the rate per crossing stayed the same or decreased.

The final point links up the consideration of amenity and facility with
safety. It extends the consideration of the nature of the experience of
pedestrians yet further. It is a simple point, but it seems to be difficult for
practitioners to accept. This is that the main aim of safety initiatives
should be to provide a reduction in danger, rather than a reduction in
accidents. Reducing danger, as people adapt to the reduction in perceived
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danger, may not have the effect of reducing accident rates, but will have
the effect of producing a safer environment where people, in this case
pedestrians crossing the road, will have more of a chance to go about their
business safely. Provided the numbers of accidents (measured properly
in terms of casualties per journey and taking into account different age
and other groups) do not increase, and that more convenience and facility
result, then it will have been a success for pedestrians.45 If this is not the
case, measures such as control on vehicle speeds, and other controls on
motorist behaviour, should be considered.
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11.
On your head be it

- helmets

CYCLING through the British climate can be apunishing business, butin the 1990s
cyclists must also negotiate a smoke-screen of "road safety" measures. The issue
of helmet-wear

has come to dominate the road safety agenda, and yet the new
evidence from the State of Victoria in Australia, where helmets are now compulsory, suggests that there is no conclusive benefit to be gained from the move.
Other effects are less ambiguous. Apartfrom the role helmets play in deflecting
attention away from dangerous driving, in one year in the Melbourne area the
amount of recreational cycling fell by 41 per cent.

+++
People hurt in road crashes may suffer injuries to various parts of the body. When
the injuries to a particular part of the body are severe enough, they (rather than the
reasons for the crash) are referred to by the medical establishment as "the cause of
death".' Head injuries are, for obvious reasons, capable of leading to serious longterm disability or death, and are critical in a significant proportion of all deaths.
This proportion has been singled out for those on two wheels, although it is also
highly significant for all road users. Indeed, the relevance of protective head gear
(in terms of the criteria of the road safety lobby) could be greater for car occupants
than for motorcyclists and cyclists.
After the Second World War the road safety lobby began to call for the wearing
of hehnets by motorcyclists. Subsequently it raised the question of head protection
for cyclists. This tends to avoid the major underlying issue of the danger that some
road users pose to others, particularly to two-wheelers. Bicycle crash helmet-wear
(which even its advocates do not claim to be of relevance to more than a small
minority of road accident casualties) has become one of the major - if not the
major - "road safety" issues of the I 990s. Helmet campaigns are already having
a negative effect in diverting attention away from the danger to cyclists and other
road users created by the current transport system, which is the principal source of
the danger they confront.2 In the short-term a small amount of this danger may be
reduced by wearing bicycle crash helmets: in the long term even this may be eroded
by the phenomenon of helmet advocacy and its acceptance.
More certain than this is that according to the official criteria used by the road
safety lobby retrospectively analysed chances of increasing the "saving of lives"
and decreasing injury severity (as distinct from my aim of danger reduction) the
beneficial effects of helmet-wear are minimal, non-existent, or even negative. The
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advocacy of helmets is therefore best explained by: the prevailing inability or
unwillingness to confront the dangers arising from a transport system excessively
organised around the private car; the political and ideological weakness of cyclists
and motorcyclists; the tendency of the "road safety" lobby (particularly doctors)

to be victim-oriented; the widespread refusal to accept the possibility of risk
compensation or any similar evidence; and the power of the manufacturers of
"safety aids". The central confusion in "road safety" ideology between transitive
and intransitive meanings of danger and the responsibilities of the different road
user groups is as usual a contributory factor.

A. Motorcycles
The evidence

Motorcycle crash helmets rank alongside seat belts in importance in road safety
mythology. The same kind of extravagant claims are made for them that are made
for seat belts; the total number of"lives saved" claimed for their use is less, but only

because motorcyclists (in the highly motorised countries of the First World) are
outnumbered by car users. As with seat belts, obvious benefits arise from their use
once someone has been unfortunate enough to be in a crash. But, as with seat belts,
the evidence that their use significantly reduces the prospects of dying or being hurt
is slim.
The principal evidence comes from the United States in the 1970s, where over

a period of a few years states containing about half the country's motorcycles
repealed laws compelling motorcyclists to wear helmets. The road safety lobby
uses this experience, of a kind of experiment in the effects of legal compulsion, to
argue that it indicated how successful compulsion had been in reducing deaths and
injuries which significantly increased after repeal. However, the evidence does not

give grounds for compulsion. The main evidence used by the US National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration was a graph showing a significant increase
in motorcyclist fatality rates (deaths per motorcyclist) after repeal of laws. Yet the
graph is of motorcyclist fatality rates across states, whether they repealed the law
or not. In fact, the rate of increase was greater in the states that did not repeal their
laws. Analysing this and the other studies used by the road safety lobby, Adams
shows that "The evidence fails to support the widely accepted view that motorcycle

helmet legislation has produced dramatic reductions in fatalities. In Britain, as
elsewhere, legislation would appear to based more on faith than hard evidence."3
In Britain, compulsory helmet-wearing was introduced in June 1973. At that
time it was estimated that some 80 per cent of motorcyclists, and 50 per cent of
moped riders wore helmets.4 In other words, some 25 per cent of motorcyclists
started wearing helmets at or around the time of compulsion, with rider wearing
being virtually 100 percent. The Department of Transport's finding after the law
was that it had achieved a reduction of just under 2.0 per cent of the 1972 total of
motorcyclists killed or seriously injured in the year aftercompulsion.5 It is not made
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clear whether this is a doubling of the figures for the second half of 1973, and if
exposure (mileage) of riders is included in the calculation. But even accepting it,
given claims of at least a 30 to 50 per cent reduction in casualties,6 with 25 per cent
of the motorcyclists starting to wear helmets, a figure of some 8 to 12 per cent
should be produced, not less than 2.0 per cent. Once again there is evidence that risk
compensation occurred.

There is more evidence that risk compensation occurred in Britain. 1973 was
an unusual year and a particularly interesting one for road safety analysts
the
year of the oil crisis. One of the few points of general agreement is that more careful

driving was seen in the motorised countries, with lower speeds, and perhaps
reduced mileage, implicated in a reduction in deaths for all road user groups. All
groups, that is, apart from motorcyclists. This can be explained partly by the
increase in motorcycling (with more and more inexperienced motorcyclists on the
roads) which occurred at this time. But the changes in motorcyclist fatality and
casualty rates are not compatible with significant benefits from crash helmet-wear,
and the fortunes of motorcyclists were in marked contrast to those of other road user
groups.

Table 2 shows that the numbers of Killed and Seriously Injured (KS!) per
hundred million vehicle kilometres (HMVK) declined by 3.0 percent in 1974 from
1973, andby 5.Opercent in 1975 from 1974. The changes in the Killed rate forthese
periods were +2.0 per cent and -15 per cent respectively:

Motorcycle ¡njuries and deaths, 1970-75
Year

Distance
travelled

Killed

KSI

K/HMVKt

KSI/HMVKt

652
657
626
644
704
724

13894

20.4

13,466

21.2

12,374
13,072
13,445
15,059

21.6

434
434
426
435
420
396

(00.000,000 km)

1970
1971
1972
1973
1974
1975

32
31

29
30
32
38

21.5

220
190

The only decline apparent in fatality rate is in 1975, after an

increase in

the first

full year after compulsion. If the decline is due to helmet-wearing, it would be
interesting to know why it should take over a year and a half for such a beneficial
effect to be shown.
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By contrast, consider the figures for all road users:

All road users - deaths, 1970-75
Year

Distance
travelled

Killed

K/HMVKt

(00,000.000 km)

1970
1971
1972
1973

1,811
1,917

7,499
7,699

4.14
4.02

2,017

7,763

3.85

2,123

7.406

3.49

1974
1975

2,081

6,876

330

2,098

6,366

303

npnw177T1tItmIvII7mWnmwsa

Here we see a steady and persistent decline in fatality rate for all road users
(with total motor vehicle mileage as the denominator) of 9.0 per cent in 1973 (over

1972), 5.0 per cent in 1974 and 8.0 per cent in 1975. Since the more careful
behaviour of motorists should have reduced the danger to motorcyclists, there is
yet more evidence for risk compensation.7
Advocates of safety aids have always claimed that those who use helmets and
other safety aids only when they are compulsory are also the least careful riders.
Achieving high, in this case virtually 100 per cent, wearing would therefore be
particularly likely to emphasise the benefits of the aids in question. The existence
of such benefits is not at all apparent.

Helmets and "the motorcycle problem"
The 1973 legislation was the first instance of road users being compelled to protect

themselves, with the National Council for Civil Liberties and others voicing
concern over it setting a precedent.8 Understanding how this could occur involves
an awareness of how motorcyclists could be seen as a problem to be dealt with by
the professionals of the road safety industry.
In the post-war period, distinctive motorcycle subcultures developed in North

America and Britain, with a strong anti-establishment and rebellious stance.9
While the origins of "outlaw" motorcycle culture were in the US West Coast
motorbike clubs which became known as the Hell's Angels,'° a subculture extolling the bravado and machismo of motorcycling was also evident among working-

class male youth in Britain. Although still in existence, it began to lose its
constituency with the availability of cars to working-class families in the late 1950s
and early 1960s. Industry support, so important in supporting motorist hegemony,
168

Motorcyclists campaigning against compulsory helmet-wear in 1973

was weak and declined further with the disappearance of the British motorcycle
manufacturing industry.
Motorcycling groups were not opposed to helmet-wearing as such, although
there was a strong feeling that compulsion was unjust. A minority group felt that
it was being picked on. It resented the fact that the roots of the problem causation
of accidents, with motorists largely responsible - were not being properly
examined. There had been a consistent rise in the number of people killed on the
roads from the early 1950s to the late 1960s. The feeling among protesting groups
like the Motorcycle Action Group was that they were expected to pay for the
carelessness of motorists, and ineffectively at that. At this time most motorcycling

was a kind of poor man's motoring; with its working-class base and lack of
powerful economic interests, it could not field a well-articulated response to the
road safety lobby.
A central feature of the public defmition of motorcycling was the Mods and
Rockers phenomenon of the late 1960s. Great publicity was given to the skirmishes
between rival youth subcultures defined largely by their use of different kinds of
two-wheel motor vehicle. Behind the publicity surrounding these events was a fear
of the new-found mobility and disposable income of working-class youth." The fear
of mobile working-class young men was nothing new. The invasion of the young
urban working-class male "rough" into genteel middle-class areas is a traditional
source of fear. The "rebel" image, which some two-wheel motor vehicle users had
assumed, could be easily imposed on motorcycling in general; motorcycling was
"dangerous".
There is an important sense in which motorcycling is dangerous. Some 80 to
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pedestrians are killed every year in crashes involving two-wheel motor

vehicles,'2which are also a potential threat to cyclists and even to people in cars.
How dangerous motorcycling is to others in comparison with cars is difficult to
assess.'3

But this is not the nonnal sense in which the word is used when the

"danger" of motorcycling is discussed. Applying it in its transitive sense would
mean returning to the subject of the main group of (potentially) dangerous road
users, namely car drivers.
Motorcycling is dangerous in the intransitive sense of the word. Given high
speed, high acceleration, and the presence of cars, motorcycling is - as one would
expectthemosthazardousformoftransport. Ifthepoweris reduced significantly,
as with speed-governed mopeds, the hazardous, as well as the dangerous element,
in'4
appears to

The legacy of motorcycle crash helmet legislation
Imagine the typical British reaction to the sight of a motorcyclist riding without a
crash helmet, as is often the practice in countries without helmet legislation. The
rider would stand out as doing something "dangerous". Yet the beneficial effects

of wearing helmets appear to have been exaggerated, and the real hazards of
motorcycling - largely those of the higher-powered vehicles, the people attracted
to riding them and the danger posed by motorists - are obscured. The real danger,
of posing a threat to other road users, has also been obscured, and it appears to have
been exacerbated, as one would expect from a change in motorcyclist behaviour.

The effect on pedestrians
The Stats 19 data are shown in Figures 1.1 and 1.2.
In terms of pedestrian casualties per average month in 1973 after the law, the
figures for killed, serious injuries, and slight injuries have risen by 54, 38, and 24
per cent respectively. This might, however, be accounted for by changes in levels
of motorcycling at different times of the year.
Looking at the figures of pedestrian casualty rates casualties per distance
travelledby motorcyclists, (Figure 3)we see apicture which couldbe accounted
for by more careless riding by helmeted motorcyclists. With fatalities, there is an
increase after 1973, although it is difficult to tell whether this is the continuation
of a long-term trend. Serious injuries do increase, breaking a declining trend, until
1975. The slight injuries, and aggregate casualties, show a decline until 1973
and then an increase.
Even given the reservations about official statistics expressed in Chapter 1, it
is interesting to use the approach of the road safety lobby. We can use the Serious
Injuries series, since the figures for Deaths are low, and since the reporting of
Serious Injuries tends to be more reliable than that for Slight Injuries.
This leads to conclusions which tally with a risk compensation hypothesis:
there is an interruption of a trend for a period of about two years after a change in
danger, until adaptation to the change (by pedestrians) occurs. The deaths and
slight injuries both tally with a similar interpretation, or at least do not contradict
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it. Indeed, looking at a graph of aggregate pedestrian casualty rates, there is a
reversal of a trend which would lead any self-respecting statistician to ask:
something seems to have happened in 1973, what was it?
AU this occurred at a time when there was a steady decline in total pedestri an
deaths on the road. Once again, even given caution about the status of casualty data,

the evidence is that motorcycle helmet-wearing made motorcyclists less careful.
I have never come across an attempt to assess the effect of compulsion in this way.

Against all the (dubious) claims about "lives saved" by compulsory helmetwearing, there is nothing about pedestrian lives taken. The official view, of unalloyed

benefits from legal compulsion, has gone largely unchallenged and forms part of
the basis for other moves such as compulsory seat belt wearing and, now, bicycle
crash helmets.
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B. Pedal cyclists

The racing cyclists' "leather hair net" type of crash hat has been around since the
early years of the century. Its use probably arose from the exceptionally hazardous
practices involved in the track racing of those days. The protection afforded by such
hats is minimal. The interest in their adoption in the past lies in the way people who
are thought to constitute a "safety problem" take up the use of a "safety aid". It is

either done voluntarily, to create an impression of responsibility, or imposed by
authorities anxious to feel that a problem is being controlled. Either way, the
chances of cyclists being badly hurt or killed may be little affected in the long tenn.

Meanwhile, the device helps those who are really linked with the danger avoid
responsibility.
The modem bicycle helmet offers a genuine but limited capacity to absorb
impact. Protection is afforded to those falling on their heads after crashes have
occurred. Whether encouragement or compulsion to use the helmet would result
in reduced chances of cyclists being killed or hurt in the long term, however, is
another matter entirely.
Evidence
Bicycle helmets have been advocated since the 1950s and 1960s by "road safety"
pundits, despite the fact that what we now know as a cycling helmet did not then
the first example in this case of recommendation occurring irrespective
exist'5

of evidence. The basis for the claim that crash helmets are suitable is that a
particularly high proportion of cyclist fatalities have head injury as the "cause of
death". In the case of adult cyclists it is implicated in some two-thirds of deaths,
compared to just over half of pedestrian and under half of car occupant deaths.
Motorcyclists and their passengers, despite the use of helmets, still have head
injury as cause of death in nearly half their fatalities (see Figure 2.) 16
Figure 2 might in fact indicate that, in terms of total numbers of road users dying

from head injuries, car occupants would be more likely candidates for helmetwear. Even if restricted to drivers, the provision of helmets attached to magnetic
strips on the inner surface of car roofs would appear using the official road safety
to be a great deal more relevant. Helmets such as those worn by rally
criteria
drivers offer far more protection than bicycle crash helmets; there are fewer
discomfort or storage problems; and the number of lives lost where head injury is
listed as "cause of death" is some three times higher than with cyclists. The
experience of motorcyclists should be cautionary, quite apart from the evidence of
risk compensation and diversion from more important questions. The figures for
head injury as a cause of death exist despite the far more sophisticated and impactabsorbing design of motorcycle helmets (although admittedly bicycle accidents
tend to involve less kinetic energy dispersed on impact).
National figures are more reliable than those derived from small-scale local
studies. Adams notes that the road safety lobby falls back on such small-scale
studies in order to avoid the conclusions of work based on larger populations if they
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fit its preconceptions.'7 In this case, small-scale studies based on hospital admissions, which were available to the road safety lobby during the time of setting up
a British Standard on bicycle helmets and otherwise promoting their use, actually
indicate a smaller proportion of fatalities than in all other road user groups with
head injury as cause of death, such as 46 per cent or 44 per
(lower than for
all other road user groups), with cyclists also showing the smallest proportion of
those admitted who had serious head injuries'9
see Figures 3 and 4.

The rule of the diminishing figure
The experience of the introduction of safety aids, with the typical case being seat
belts, indicates that the presentation of evidence follows a pattern. Initially, claims
are made for the aid of an extreme and exaggerated nature. This allows the reduced
claims of the official road safety lobby, which tend to follow afterwards, to appear

rational and sensible. The new claims are preceded by cautious statements
suggesting that not all of the particular problem in hand will be solved by the use
of the aid, but that since a lot of it will be, only a callous extremist would oppose
its (preferably mandatory) use.
The third stage in the process occurs as even these more moderate claims are
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seen to be ambitious. The "only
one life" defence may be used: if
even one life is saved, this is justification enough. No relevance is
accorded the fact that other lives
have been forfeited by a process
which has diverted attention from

Percentage of those admitted to hospital
who had serious head injury
00%

other measures, entrenched a
victim-blaming approach and reduced the long-term prospects for
a rational and fair safety policy.
The final part of this process is

when all the relevant evidence is

gathered (generally some time
after legislation to compel the use
of the aid has been enacted) and it
shows no discernible benefit. By

50%

this time, however, the adverse
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With bicycle crash helmets the process has been as
follows:
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Here the claims made for
bicycle helmets go up to the 90 per cent fatality reduction level. One example is the

claim made by an Australian helmets advocate, who argues that no reduction in
danger from motorists should be seriously considered as a possibility. 20 With
unintentionally cruel irony,2' he cites, as an example of the superiority of Au stralian

as compared to British approaches to road safety, the earlier introduction of seat
belt legislation. A better-known case of this kind of claim is the projected "90 per
cent drop in injuries and death" claimed on the influential That's Life television

programme. An analysis of this claim reveals it as a "piece of over-ambitious
guesswork tacked onto an Australian accident survey which didn't involve a single
fatality".22

(ii) Stage Two
While not necessarily responding to accusations of exaggeration, some studies are
less ambitious. The first major attempt in Britain to put a figure on potential savings

gave a modest "10 per cent reduction in fatalities and seriously injured casualties".23

A study of minor head injuries claims some 50 per cent reduction potential. 24
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A summary of four major studies made by one of the foremost helmet advocates

goes for a more easily defensible approach, allowing itself a broad range of
reduction, from 40 to 90 per cent.
The problem with the evidence marshalled by helmet advocates is that it tends
to be post-accident analysis, using controls of non-helmeted against helmeted
cyc1ists, or self-report studies
one of which actually indicates increased
accident involvement of helmet-wearers.
Vezy little work looks at what happens over time when helmets are worn by
people who did not previously wear them. In other words, there is no attempt to

consider risk compensation, whether in the short or long term, by cyclists or
changes in other road users' behaviour. One exception is Wood and Mime's study
in Victoria. However, it does not use mass accident data, and a decline in head
injuries with increased helmet-wearing over the limited population of cyclists

studied coincides with an increase in non-head injuries. Is risk compensation
occurring, with a decline in some injuries as others increase, due to an increased
likelihood of being in an accident? If so, are the non-head injuries less serious than
the ones they replace? We are unlikely to fmd out, as the relative severity of the
injuries is not assessed, and there is no cycle traffic index. We do not know about
other factors which may be involved in generating bicycle accidents
such as

what changes have been occurring in driver behaviour - nor about long-term
trends in cycle accidents, all of which makes it difficult or impossible to assess the
impact of helmet-wearing.
(iii) Stage Three

When there is examination of change over time the reduction figure not only
diminishes nor even disappears
it can become negative. Looking at the USA,
the main country where bicycle helmet use has increased over the period 1973-87,
we fmd that:
there is no statistical evidence that the growth in the use of hard shell helmets
has reduced head injuries or deaths. In fact.., bicycle-related fatalities are
positively and sign jficantly associated with increased helmet use (my emphasis).29

The author, Rodgers, himself a helmet-wearing cyclist, is surprised by the
results of this study, and is forced to accept the likelihood of risk compensation by
helmet-wearers. There is occasionally some acknowledgement of the possibility of
risk compensation from helmet advocates in North America:
[H]elmet campaigns locally and nationally have unintentionally created a new
dangerous, monster attitude of 'If-I-wear-a-helmet, I-need-not-worry-aboutmy-safety-anymore.' 3°
(iv) Stage Four
The first large legislature to compel adult cyclists to wear helmets was the State of
Victoria, on 1 July 1990. A draft report on the effects of the first six months of the

law was produced by official road safety lobby academics in September 1991,
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with a full analysis not due to be formally published for another year. 32By this time
the pressure to mandate helmet-wearing, particularly in the US, will have strengthened.
There is, on first glance, a success story here for the helmet lobby. Compared

to the corresponding period the year before, the number of cyclists with head
injuries fell by 46 per cent. However, the number ofcyclists with other injuries fell
by 35 per cent.33 As the report states:
This is tentative evidence that the number of cyclists involved in collisions,
either due to a reduction in bicycle use or a reduction in risk, has decreased
during the post-law period.
The report looks at the proportion of killed and hospital admitted cyclists who

sustained a head injury over time. This proportion was no different from what
would have been expected in the absence of a law.35
An earlier survey showed a 60 per cent decline in cycling in Victoria between
March l99Oandjustaftercompulsionwas introducedthreemonths later. 36The author
suggests the decline may be due to the usual reduction of cycling in winter months,
which is on average 27 per cent in Australia, and might be higher in a colder state.
However, the decline in cycling is likely to be primarily due to compulsion: the
second survey was taken in fine weather, and the decline among those cyclists who
were already helmeted was only 17 per cent. Other evidence that the decline was
not simply seasonal is a 30 percent reduction in the numbers attending a large local
annual (allowing year-to-year comparison) cycling rally. Other reports support this
hypothesis.37 One more report was written on the basis of surveys carried out in the
Melbourne area, this time comparing counts of cyclists in March 1990 and March

1991, thus correcting for the seasonal factor. It found a 41 per cent dçcline in
recreational cyclists and a 37 per cent decline in adult commuter cyclists.
The importance of assessing whether this effect occurred is twofold. Firstly,
any reduction in cycling due to a law reduces the power of a cycling lobby and
efforts to reduce danger to cyclists in the long tenu. Secondly, in the absence of
good cycle traffic indices, we need to know if the decline observed, compared with

three months before compulsion, was not purely a seasonal effect, not righting
itself towards the end of the six month official study, if we wish to assess the
chances of cyclists being hurt in the conventional sense. If the decline in cycling
compared with the year before was of the order of 30-45 per cent, which is how it
appears, then there was no significant reduction, or even an increase, in the
chances of cyclists, half of whom had now become helmet-wearers, sustaining
injuries due to the law.
There are problems in making defmitive statements with the inevitable absence
of really good statistics. Nevertheless, we can use one other piece of infonnation
to be certain that the law definitely failed in its officially claimed objective of
reducing the chances of cyclists sustaining injuries of any type.
According to the authors of the draft report, the total number of road traffic
injuries in Victoria in 1990 was about 20 per cent below the 1989 level, probably
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reflecting an often observed correlation between accidents and economic activity.
(Actually, according to the official statistics which the writers ofthe repon should
have had access to, the reduction was notably greater, with recorded deaths and
killed and seriously injured down by 29.4 percentand 24.7 percent
eci39
No more than two points ofthis decline could be accounted for by what happened
to the cydists.°This decline indicates a reduction in danger from careless driving,

which (until cyclists' compensation sets in some time later) would result in a
significantly lower chance ofcyclis:s being hurt irrespective of helmet-wearing.
But it appears that no such reduction occuned. Whether because of changes in
the behaviour of cyclists or motorists, or both, the chances ofsuffering injuries including head injuries - seem to have actually increased as a result ofthe law.

The creation, use and abuse of evidence
Evidence of the above kind tends not to be publicised. The Rodgers study is not
discussed, despite full awareness of its existence, in the 400 entries in the largest
bibliography about bicycle helmets,4' published by the Bicycle Helmet Safety
Institute, a body with an "active helmet advocacy programme".42 It is not mentioned by sections of the road safety establishment, including the Department of
Transport or the highway authorities with responsibility for creating or supervising
a dangerous environment for cyclists in the first place. It is not mentioned by those
in the road safety lobby who have pushed for a variety of safety aids, education,
engineering or legal changes that have either had minimal effect or have made
things worse for the vulnerable.
It is not mentioned by helmet retailers. For, while cycle traders are concerned
about the loss of custom arising from an enforced helmet law, as the editor of the
retailers' magazine, Cycle Trader, put it: "[J]ust consider the market: an accessory
that is a genuine safety aid, that isn't particularly cheap and that millions of people
have to buy."43
It is not mentioned by researchers whose work tends to ignore the determining
context of bicycle crashes, and certainly ignores the effect of wearing helmets on
cyclist and other road user behaviour. Instead we have, as with seat belts, studies
of post-accident casualties and ergonomic studies of the impact resistance of crashhelmets. Research may involve "experiments to determine the mechanical impedance of the human head using accelerometers and pressure transducers in
cadavers and monkeys".« But, as with seat belts, the real issue is what happens
when the devices promoted by such "research" ate perceived as a solution, and are
then used and adapted to by real people in real societies, over a prolonged period.

It is not mentioned because the evidence is difficult to obtain. Even the
American study by Rodgers does not have the kind of fully disaggregated data, let
alone a good traffic index and material on the changes in danger in the environment,

which one would want. This problem existed with seat belts, but with cyclehelmets far less is known about the effect of the device in crashes, or about the
population being considered and the circumstances of accidents. More important,
the population considered is far smaller, hampering statistical analysis. Besides,
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fullknowledge ofthe effects ofhelmets couldbe obtainedonly ifthere were sudden

changes in wearing rates (such as could come only with legislation) among
countries with very large cycling populations. By that time, it is too late to discuss

the desirability of such legislation, and serious analysis would, as the seat belt
experience indicates, not be carried out or be distorted, or even be concealed.
It is not mentioned because researchers generally have a commitment to
promoting the use of the device which they study. Whether they be members of the

road safety establishment or manufacturers, when they come together in places
such as the committees of the British Standards Institution, their purpose is to
encourage or compel the wearing of helmets, and they trade "research" figures
reinforcing each other's prejudices. Sometimes a single individual plays several
mies. Readers of the December 1988 issue of Climber and Hill Walker could read
a recommendation that not only mountain climbers, but humble hill walkers should
wear crash helmets.45 The report was written by a university lecturer in fibre science

who is a member of the BSI Helmet Standard Committee and who "alter many
years of helmet research" is now a manufacturer of mountaineering helmets for a
number of British companies.
It is not mentioned by cycling organisations in North America because helmet
use is seen as a symbol of respectability for those allowed into a road system where

the domination of the car is accepted without question. Any suggestion that the
origins and context of bicycle crashes should be seen in terms of a particular
situation, and that less time should be spent on advocating helmet use, is considered
"curious" or otherwise belittled.

It is not mentioned by helmet-wearers who are unwilling to accept that they
have advocated something which might make them more careless. Sometimes,
however, this basic human characteristic is frankly acknowledged. The main
British magazine for mountain bikers carries a feature on helmets entitled: "The
Headbangers Survival Kit"47 which "looks at the kit... to save us from ourselves..."
[because] "We're going faster, we're going crazier, we're going out on the edge."
It continues:
As a wise old biker... once said 'man who does not fall from mountain bike
needs to try harder'.
This recommendation of assistance for higher risk-taking is extended to the
advocacy of body armour:
Wearing the whole kit would undoubtedly slow you down but you would
probably gain immensely in confidence and 'go places man has never been'.

The politics of helmet advocacy and use
The advocacy of helmet use depends not on the evidence produced, but on the
beliefs of the road safety lobby, which in turn reflect background assumptions
supporting the hegemony of the car. An element of this ideology, particularly
evident in medical and engineering thinking, is the absence of helmet-wearing as
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a "cause" of injury or death.
An example of this is the case of the US sports car race driver Pete Snell, who
was killed in a crash when racing in 1956. It is possible to argue that the "cause"
ofhis death was the high-level risk-taking ofmen, particularly young men in most
cultures. It could further be suggested that racing driving, and/or the behaviour of
the driver who had driven into him from behind, is a particularly extreme example
of this. It might further be argued that attempts to make these practices safer are
inappropriate and self-defeating. Yet forhis friends, the "cause" that mattered was
the "failure ofhis crash helmet", and his death triggered the foundation ofthe Snell
Memorial Institute which specialises in laboratory testing of helmets. Testing for
standards for bicycle helmets is carried out at Snell by people who otherwise are
involved in the design and advocacy of roll-bars and seat belts, with all the implications this has for driver behaviour and its potential victims outside cars.
Along with the road safety lobby, the North American, Australian and New
Zealand cycling organisations have promoted helmet-wear. It functions as an
important symbol: the sign of the serious cyclist who buys their way into a car-

dominated arena where tolerance will properly follow only if the emblem is
displayed.49 The

use of safety aids or "tests" of one kind or another is not new in

inspiring (false) confidence in road users. They will all continue along their
uniquely human way in the road environment, assured that all is well (non-carusers tending to have less confidence in their rights than motorists). And, as they
progress, the main difference between them is that the motor vehicle users kill
others, while the vulnerable (more or less)5° do not, and are more prone to being
killed.
However, the emblem has (so far) not been so readily adopted by cyclists in the
European heartland of cycling.5' There is scepticism about the scale of benefits
claimed, and concern about the diversion away from the origin of accident. The

discomfort from a chin strap under tension and wearing any head gear when
exercising in the heat (the difference in ventilation and discomfort between cycling
and motorcycling helmets often not being appreciated), the inequality of singling
out cyclists, and risk compensation are also cited by European organisations. While

not opposing their use, they come out against mandatory use of helmets and are
critical of the emphasis on recommendation.52
Whether these views will be able to stand in the way of the dominant ideology
and resist the pressure of a road safety lobby which looks set on mandatory wear,
is a matter for conjecture.

The danger from Victoria
There is a fascinating and tragic irony about the State of Victoria in this story. It
was involved at the beginning of both research and mandatory use of that other
safety aid, the seat belt,53 which appears to have played such a negative role in the
fortunes of cyclists. The story, right down to the same authors of the "road safety"
reports, is running again. With the same unshakable (and uncontested) belief,
helmet use has been introduced as the latest in a line of "road safety" initiatives.
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Looked at in terms of the road safety lobby' s own criteria, these initiatives have

been remarkably unsuccessful. Measured in terms of recorded deaths or serious
injuries per head of the population, its record is significantly and persistently worse

than Britain's:
Deaths and serious injuries per head of the population: percentage
higher in Victoria than Britain, 1983 -199O.

Deaths
Serious Injuries

1983

1984 1985 1986 1987 1988

1989

1990

+40
+35

+37
+34

+44
+53

+46
+48

+25
+33

+43
+38

+39
+41

+45
+51

Looking at fatalities per distance travelled for the most recent year available
(1985), the rate is again consistently and markedly higher in Victoria than for
Britain by the following approximate percentages: car occupants +20; motor
cyclists +180; pedestrians + 160. The 1985 rate is similar for cyclists in Victoria and

in Britain, but some 50 per cent higher than for the 1990 figure in Britain.
The impression continually given from the United States and Australian road
safety lobbies is of alert and self-disciplined attempts to attack problems which just
happen to have afflicted them worse than the "lazy or stupid Europeans". It is never
suggested that those problems arise closer to home: not just despite the use of safety
aids, but because of them, or at least because of a culture which attempts to pick
up the pieces after events whose origins are not faced up to. A culture, indeed, of
what we now know of as "road safety".

Conclusion
Of course, this book argues that casualty records cannot be the sole judge of

success: they very often tell the opposite story to one of danger reduction, which
I advocate. The purpose of showing the conflict between the facts and the claims
of the road safety lobby is to reveal the lobby's ideological and unscientific bias.
The continuation of cyclist casualties at this level also highlights that danger on the
road is not being properly tackled.
If mountain bikers or other cyclists wish to "take it to the edge", eased on their
way with extra armour on their heads or elsewhere, there may be no objection: the
fact that the chances of getting hurt will stay the same or increase is a decision for
the cyclist, providing no innocent bystanders are affected. In this kind of society,

where individualist approaches become solutions at the inevitable expense of
social transformation, it may simply be a desperate attempt to ameliorate a
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problem, however futile the chances of success.
The facts are, however, that in the real world of the road environment, the longterm effect of helmet advocacy and use may be to maintain or increase the level of
motor danger.
This could occur because of changes in motorist behaviour or attitudes, or
because of government policy being diveited away from real danger reduction. It
could furthermore be brought about by a reduction in cycling following compulsion and weakening of the bicycle lobby, orby shifts in any of the subtle processes
which constitute a society's culture and ideology. The point is that it is precisely
these subtle, intangible, uncountable features which determine how road users end
up on the receiving end of danger.
There is the familiar argument that helmet use is just something else to be added
onto other more important measures which can be advocated as well. For example,
the RoSPA Bicycle Officer in 1988 argued that:
We would.., leave ourselves open to accusations of irresponsibility if we tried
to promote helmet usage as anything other than a very small part of a wideranging traffic education program. 56
But, even if meant honestly, this does not mean that the helmet advocacy effort
has had no ill-effects and that such other efforts will be any other than attempts to
get back to the status quo. As with seat belts, the use of "secondary" methods or
"safety aids" has arisen precisely because of failure to deal properly with the motor
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danger: ifithad been tackled properly in the first place there would have been little
or no need to try such measus. The negative effects of a measure are as factual
and real - and as negative as the facts of particular kinds of injury taken in
isolation. They erode the efficacy ofany real attempts to controlmotor danger. And

the fact that helmet encouragement is not just "a very small part" of what is
happening indicates that those real attempts are not being made anyway.
At the end ofthe day decisions about safety are decisions about who should be
doing what in the road environment. They are made on the basis of power and
ideology. It is not so much that the road safety lobby's campaign in this area is
hypocritical, inconsistent, orlikely to fail according to its owncriteria. It is that, like
preventing street assaults on womenby imprisoning them athome (ormaking them
wear chastity belts)57, it backs up the victim-blaming ideology which allows the
problem to exist in the first place. It is not irrational - from the point of view of
but it is just not the right approach.
those whose power goes unquestioned
Postscript

Shortly before publication of this book, a further analysis of the Victorian
experience of compulsion was given by the road safety lobby. The new material
includes a statistical analysis (a regression method using a linear regression model)

of the proportion of injuries that were head injuries (PIHI) thus evading the
problems of having no proper cycle traffic index and no clear picture of the changes

in danger to cyclists, as the way of understanding the effects of compulsion.
Despite claiming benefits, the material presents no real evidence for the benefits
of helmet wear.
The regression model is first used to calculate the head injuries that should have
resulted following the passage of the law. Looking at Transport Accident Commis-

sion (TAC is the sole insurer in Victoria) claims in Victoria as a whole, in
Melbourne, and at hospital admissions in Victoria, the results confound the
authors' expectations. No significant benefits are demonstrated.
The model is then used again to calculate the PIHI expected had the law not

been passed. The TAC claims for Victoria and Melbourne fall outside the
statisticians 95 per cent confidence limit (an indication of statistical significance).
The only demonstrably significant change is in the case of hospital admissions. But
75 per cent of these involve accidents where no motor vehicle was involved: these
are cases which do not refer to the principal problem facing adult cyclists, and all
typically
cyclists travelling on public roads. Focusing on cases such as these
child cyclists playing off-road - continues to play an important role in diverting
attention away from motor danger.
But even if changes in PIHI could have been demonstrated, we have two other
problems. Firstly, we are told that "the number of persons killed and admitted to
hospital resulting from all road trauma" was 12 per cent below that of the previous
year. Secondly, we have the figures for Melbourne of a 44 per cent decline for the
12- 17 age group, and 36 per cent for all children, combined with the other figures
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quoted above to indicate the decline in cycling.
Making a calculation based on the report's graph for TAC claims throughout
Victoria, we see an increase in non-head injuiy rates. Combined with their own
calculations on the proportion of injuries which were head injuries, by the official
criteria of casualty rates, things have become worse.

The report does not even consider the possibility of this. Compensatory
behaviour by helmeted cyclists or changes in behaviour by motorists towards
cyclists are not considered. The claims, which this book shows to be unfounded,
of conspicuity aid and greater responsibility from newly helmeted cyclists, are
made again. The fact that this should have made benefits dramatic, rather than
minimal at best, or non-existent, or negative, is not mentioned. Any suggestion that
things may not have worked out properly is "explained" by cyclists not strapping
their helmets on (without any supporting evidence presented) orby the standard for
cycle helmets with adequate ventilation being inadequate.
But road safety lobby's statisticians are too deeply compromised now to be able
to consider the basics of human behaviour. The law, passed without the rudiments
of proper research being available, has also resulted in a dramatic fall in cycling to
the massive detriment of public health in both Victoria and now New South Wales.
This should be seen as just the latest episode of dangerous and anti-social behaviour
perpetrated in the name of "road safety".
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12.
Drink-driving as a road safety problem
DRINK-DRIVING accounts for at least 18 per cent of deaths on the roads. To all
intents and purposes the campaign against drink-drivers appears to be a genuine
case of danger being tackled at source.
But in solar as breath-testing has been successful, it could go further. Health
and Safety inspectors have the right to make random visits to premises: random
breath-testing and stffer penalties could be introduced to remove the "sporting
chance" currently afforded those who drink and drive.
Other thmgs being equal, being drunk reduces the chances of a driver being careful.
Alcohol is a powerful depressant which can have detrimental effects on reaction
time, vigilance, information processing and visual and psychomotor skills,' as well
as generally relaxing feelings of responsibility and loosening inhibitions. Motor-

ists have accordingly been made aware of their tendency to become more
dangerous under the influence of alcohol for some 60 years. Nevertheless, millions
of journeys annually continue to be made by motorists who are over the legally
defined blood alcohol limit.
The history of defining drinking and driving as a problem is important in three
ways. First, drink-driving persists despite being seen as probably the road safety

problem. The recourse to educational methods alone to dissuade people from
drinking and driving, despite the evidence that this is ineffective, indicates the
tenacity of the defenders of motorists' privilege in avoiding steps to reduce danger
on the roads.2 Second, the experience of attempts leading motorists to feel that they

are likely to be caught if they drink and drive, and will suffer a loss of driving
licence as a consequence, is dramatic. The initial effect of the 1967 Road Safety Act

is probably the one single case of road safety legislation in Britain having a
significant and unambiguous effect on reducing danger, albeit for a short time; the
same applies to similar legislation in other countries. Third, while any attempt to
reduce danger on the road must involve measures to control drink-driving, there are

problems with the way drinking and driving has assumed the high profile of
becoming the most notorious road safety problem. While not a smoke screen in the
same way that other "road safety" initiatives are, by making drink-driving part of
a general "alcohol problem" the basic dangers of the current transport status quo
are obscured.
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A brief history

The history of identifying drink-driving as a road safety pmblem (although, with
doctors playing a crucial part in the defming process, it has also been defined as a

public health problem) is similar to that of other road safety problems. The
common-sense idea that alcohol consumption would tend to impede driving ability
was stated and used in publicity campaigns some 60 years ago in this country. The
first legislation against drinking and driving was in the State ofNew York in 1910.
Legislation moved from talking vaguely about drunkenness, to the act of driving

while under the influence of, or impaid by, alcohol; with instruments available
to measure alcohol in the body, from 1936 (in Norway) laws have specified levels
where this is judged to occur.
Experimental work on the effect ofalcohol in laboratory conditions was backed
up by the 1965 Grand Rapids study3 to show that the difference in rates of involvement in accidents between drinking and non-drinking drivers could be
explained specifically by the alcohol factor, as opposed to any other. This work,
and commentary on it,4 quantified risks for drivers with different levels of blood
alcohol,5 and assessed the average risk increase as occurring sharply at the 80mg
per cent level to twice the level at 0-10 mg per cent, although it occurred at 100mg
per cent for more experienced drinking-drivers and at about 50 mg per cent for
those less experienced in either drinking or driving.
This research and other material6 was used by the road safety lobby to infonn
the campaigns leading up to the Road Safety Act 1967, which provided for the
breath testing ("breathalysing") of those in charge of motor vehicles whom police
officers believed to have excess alcohol in their blood. The effect of the introduction

of breathalysing was dramatic. While there should always be caution over road
accident casualty figures, the clear indication is that there was a reduction in
fatalities of some 15 percent, and in casualties by li percent, during the following
year, with some 5,000 fewer deaths and 200,000 fewer injuries in the seven years
following the Act.7
The difference between this and the ineffectiveness of other road safety
regulations or initiatives of all kinds cannot be over-emphasised. The only other
discernible changes on graphs of accident casualties that can be as easily spotted
are those after the 1973 oil crisis, or after specific changes such as the changing of
the rule of the road in Sweden, which were temporary and not in response to road
safety measures. (The effects of seat belt legislation are both exaggerated and
discriminatory, and those of the 1935 regulations introducing "the test" are
similarly exaggerated or pethaps non-existent .8)
Change occurred in 1967-68 because motorists tended to be less likely to drink
and drive. Another cause for the decrease in accident casualties
one less
favoured by the road safety establishment, but likely to have augmented the main
cause - was that motorists near the legal alcohol limit took great pains to avoid
the kind of behaviour which they felt might attract police attention. Either way,
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danger to other road users was reduced because motorists were deterred from some
potentially dangerous behaviour by the prospect of temporary loss of licence.

As with any other changes which (partly) threatened to reduce motorists'
freedom to be dangerous, and many that were pseudo-threats, the motoring
organisations bitterly opposed the introduction of the breathalyser. They succeeded
in weakening its chances of long-term effectiveness by pressure which resulted in
the omission of random testing.

After 1967
The success of the breathalyser was short lived because after a while it became
apparent to motorists that their chances of being caught for drinking and driving
were negligible. By not allowing police more opportunity for their testing procedures, drinking and driving became a sort of game where the motorist had to be
part of the continuation of a series of
given a sporting chance. This omission
legal loopholes used to protect drunk drivers since before the war 9was the principal

immediate cause of the legislation failing to fulfil its initial promise. It was
highlighted in the Blennerhasset Report which had been commissioned to explain

this failure. Rather than the lack of harsher sentences, including prison, for
offenders,'° it has been accepted that lack of police power to use the breathalyser

is the most likely reason for drink-driving legislation to fail. In so far as any
reduction in drink-driving results from a legislative move, the perception of the
chance of being caught appears paramount."
Educational campaigns had failed for the usual reasons, combined with the
decreased chance of drunken drivers responsibly considering the message of
campaigns unless they are backed up with a realistic possibility of being caught.
By 1990, opinion polis showed consistent support among a clear majority of the
public, including drivers, for the principle of random breath tests.'2

The position now
At present some 20 per cent of motorists and motorcyclists who die in crashes have
blood alcohol content (BAC) above the legal limit.'3 Looking at casualties where
at least one driver was over the legal limit when breath tested, or tested for BAC
following death, indicates that some 18 per cent of those killed on the roads are
killed in drink-driving related crashes. However, this is an underestimate, which
misses out factors such as hit-and-run (failing to stop) crashes where there is no
chance to carry out a breath test.'4 From slightly earlier data we learn that some 10
per cent of all casualties from road crashes involve a drinking driver.
Surveys asking motorists about their experience indicate that more than 20 per
cent of men and 7 per cent of women claim to drink over the legai limit and drive,
at least once a year.'6 About 5 per cent of men and 1 percent of women drivers claim
to do so more than three or four times a year.'7

While some campaigners argue for lowering the legal BAC limit to 50mg per
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cent for certain driver categories, there is a degree of unanimity among lobbyists
that such measures, and others like imprisonment for drunk drivers, zero limits or

education campaigns, will be red herrings unless accompanied by a genuine
attempt at law enforcement. Eveiything points to a need to change the perceived
chances of being caught by making them real. A review of international experience
points to "blitzes" and other well-publicised attempts to detect drink-driving as the
only initiative, producing noticeable results, both nationally and locally, albeit
temporarily.'8A programme of random breath testing (RBT) at roadside checkpoints, following the examples of New South Wales, Victoria, Sweden, Finland
and elsewhere, is now on the agenda in Britain.

Has a redudion in drink-driving occurred?
There has been a decline in some indices, such as the proportion of dead drivers
over the legal limit, which has lead to some opposition to random breath testing.
This is a classic example of how reference to "our record", whether overtime, or
in comparison to other countries is used to downplay danger. But, the argument that
claims a big increase in the proportion of motorists who are voluntarily refusing to
drink and drive anyway, has other problems as well. Firstly, the decrease in dead
over-the-limit drivers from one in three to one in five over the years 1978-1988 has
to be seen in the context of a 41 per cent increase in motor traffic)9 The amount of

mileage by motorists under the influence of alcohol may have remained stable.
Secondly, a decline in total numbers of dead or injured drunken drivers will, given
the greater protection given to them over that time by seat belt use and changes in
vehicle construction, involve less likelihood of them dying compared to the level
of danger they pose to others
which will have declined less.
Thirdly, any actual decline in drink-driving may have occurred because there
has already been an increasedperception of the riskof being caught. Roadside breath
tests in Britain increased from 142,000 in 1978 to 597,000 in 1990. 20 The police
claim that from 1986 to 1991 the chances of being breathalysed have doubled. 21

And of course, the introduction of evidential breath testing in 1983 led more
motorists to feel they would not be able to get away with drink-driving.22 Fourthly,
any supposed improvements are trivial compared to the impact of the introduction
of the breathalyser. 23
With public support and apparently good results behind it, the introduction of

random breath test is on the cards. Could this be one case where the road safety
lobby does not take the easy way out? Could it be that at least some of "the motor
danger" is actually now to be tackled properly at source?

Some problems with random breath testing
The first problem is actually getting RBT introduced. Government has not yet
positively responded to the campaigners, and RoSPA at present has not even
supported the campaign. If, then, it is introduced, would it consist of sufficient
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visible chances to stop a large proportion of drinking drivers? If the number of
checks that would be carried out are similar to those in Victoria, the average
motorist would only be stopped by one once every three years. 24
The evidence of the benefits of RBT are also not as conclusive as might be
hoped. In Finland, where RBT was introduced in 1977, numbers ofdrunken drivers
killed did not decrease until two years afterwards - and actually increased during
the first two years. The proportion ofall drivers killed who were overthe legal limit
does not appear, from a series going back before 1977 until 1986, to show a clear
beneficial effect due to the introduction of RBT. Similarly, a study of the experience in Victoria suggests that there is no obvious beneficial effect visible from
time-series analysis.26
If RBT is not the panacea it is made out to be, there could be a reason other than
inadequate implementation. This third problem is really the distinguishing feature
of all road safety initiatives: migration, risk compensation and smoke screening.
If there is a persistent tendency to endanger others through the use or abuse of the
most potentially dangerous form of transport available to ordinary people, then
trying to deal with one element of it alone will generally result in shifting danger
elsewhere. This is relevant here in two respects: immediate driver response and
longer-term ideological change.

Immediate driver response
Drivers do not just happily accept measures which are introduced to stop them
doing things they were doing beforehand. Where there are well-publicised local
crack-downs on drink-driving, offenders may choose to drive through neighbouring

areas instead. Indeed, stories of drunk drivers taking alternative routes through
adjacent areas have been used to show the positive effect of the harsher action
taken; as in the case of magistrates in Grays, Essex, threatening offenders with a
night in the cells.27 A reason suggested forthe poorresults of RBT in Victoria is that
a switch is made from alcohol to hedonistic drugs (such as cannabis), particularly
by young drivers who seem likely to oppose authority anyway; all that has been
achieved is to change the form of illegal behaviour without beneficial effects.28
Numerous variations on this theme could be hypothesised as likely behaviour
changes, following the introduction of widespread RBT, by people who still wish
to engage in high risk-taking, orby those who simply wish to use cars on their way
for a drink. In the latter case the driving can be handed over to a family member
whose licence is regarded as less important; even if the chances of apprehension
were raised several times, given the small chances that exist at present,29 increased
chances of apprehension brought about by RBT could be a mere hiccup in the
career of at least some of those wanting to drink and drive.

Long-term ideological change
Here we are dealing more particularly with smoke screening. The loss of what is,
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in effect, the rightto drink and drive couldbe seen as a sacrifice made by benevolent

motorists in much the same way as "the test" or other minimal or pseudorestrictions are. Bearing mmmd thatdrink-driving is attributable as a cause for only
a minority of crashes, any advantages
in the event of RBT being effective

would be ieduced by such feelings. As with other areas of restriction, genuine
attempts to control antisocial behaviour will always pmduce a backlash unless the
underlying problem is properly addressed.
Part of this longer-terni diversionary effect might occur because of the way
drink-driving is seen as an alcohol, rather than a motoring, problem.

Drink-driving as an alcohol problem
The basic tendency to avoid the underlying issue of the dangers posed by motor
vehicle users to others is made worse by the involvement of the alcohol abuse
lobby. One of the leading campaigners in Britain describes drinking and driving as
"Simply another form of alcohol damage". ° It slots into publications by health
professionals alongside chapters on teenage drinking and alcohol and work.3'
Understanding the nature of alcohol use is obviously relevant for the study of a
particular kind of abuse of motor vehicles, and there is nothing wrong with saying
that certain problems should be defmed as alcohol abuse. But there are enough
problems with the medical establishment's view of road safety without the alcohol
element of drink-driving being stressed.32
The dangers of looking at the issue as an alcohol problem rather than a driving
problem are made worse by defming a specific problem group within the new problem

area: the "problem drinker", alcohol-dependent person or alcoholic.
When the principal problems are those of the freedoms which the normal
driver is allowed, picking on any sub-group and defming it as deviant, however

much more it poses a threat, is dangerously misleading. With the "problem
of person is identified, with professionals
vying for support in their struggle to deal with them. The special problems of
heavy drinkers34 can detract from the wider questions of alcohol abuse, let alone the
question of drinking and driving, and let alone the wider basic problem.

drinker", not just one activity but a kind

The effect of alcohol after crashes
A difficulty for those concerned mainly about the dangers that motorists pose to
others, is that innocent victims are only part of the casualty toll attributed to drink-

driving. Comparing the proportions in results of roadside screening, and the
indications of coroners' records of dead drivers respectively, we find that 3.3 per
cent and 28 per cent were over the legal limit, and 1.5 per cent and 20 per cent were
more than twice over the legal limit. Discussing this, a leading medical expert on
drink-driving comments: "The nearly 10-fold difference in the proportions with

high BACs is intriguing... Apart from the greater risk of involvement in an
accident, could those with high BACs be at greater risk of dying in an accident
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because their injuries are more severe, because of the acute effects of alcohol, and!
or the chronic effects of alcohol?"35 Part of the reason for this high factor could be
that drunk, particularly very drunk, drivers may go especially fast and have crashes
with more severe consequences. But, part of it may simply be that alcohol or its
effects restricts recovery from trauma.36
This question of survivability - how alcohol affects the chances of surviving
crashes has only recently been studied, and constitutes a very small part of the

vast amount of literature on drink-driving. Whether because of a greater risk of
immediate death due to increased vulnerability to shock,37 or other reasons, a reduction in deaths from a decline in drink-driving could involve, by comparison, a
significantly smaller decline in danger to others.

Drugs and driving
The legislation dealing with drink-driving dates back to the Road Traffic Act 1930

which made it an offence to drive while unfit through drink or drugs. The only
comment on this from Britain's most experienced anti-drink-driving campaigner,
John Havard, then Secretary of the British Medical Association, is that alcohol is
a drug.39 This is undisputable, but neglects the millions of prescriptions for drugs

with the ability to impede motoring performance given by his members to
motorists over the years, with virtually no mention of this issue in the road safety

literature. Various types of medication are prescribed which affect the central
nervous system: tranquillisera (such as the benzodiazepines), analgesics, hypnotics,
antidepressants, hypotensives (for high blood pressure), antihistamines (for hayfever), and others. They could all affect the ability to drive properly. In one of the
rare references39 given to the subject in official literature, the estimate of the

number of motorists taking prescribed medication which can adversely affect
driving exceeds 1 million.40 This excludes any estimate of the numbers under the
influence of proprietary medications bought over the chemist's counter, such as
travel sickness pills, cough mixtures and cold cures. As one of the few reviews of
the subject notes: "[Alithough... driving under the influence of drugs, including
medicines, which adversely affect driving performance, has been covered by
legislation in many countries for over 50 years, the number of drivers actually
prosecuted is very, very small, indeed so small that there are virtually no statistics
available."4'

Control of this problem is basically restricted to recommending that doctors
warn their patients of the adverse consequences of taking the medication and
driving. Given the record of patients failing to heed their doctor's advice, even
when there is no disincentive to do so, this must rank as being an even more
ineffective road safety measure than publicity campaigns. It is further hampered by
the lack of study of the effects of different drugs, in marked contrast to the reams
of work on drink-driving.
If proportions indicated by recent work in Europe were similar for Britain, it
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would mean that some three-quarters of a million motorists were taking tranquillisera, with between 50,000 and i 00,000 taking prescribed psychotropic (moodaltering) drugs.42 A more recent assessment by a leading British expert in
bezodiazepine use is even more alarming, suggesting that 10-15 per cent of the
adult population take this type of drug, with one-quarter to one-half a million of
them dependent on them.43
It is far more difficult to properly study the effects of drugs than the effects of
alcohol, which itself involves problems of different kinds of response to different
concentrations. Insufficient data exists on the number of users, such factors as
predisposition to accidents among types of drug taker, the interaction of different
drugs with each other, environmental features, and so on. We do not know, for
example, the exact level of drug concentrations in the dead crash victims examined
during a study in Switzerland in 1980, and found to have measurable levels of drugs
no less than 35 per cent had measurable concentrations. Much of this was no
doubt small doses of fairly benign drugs, and it would be a big mistake to create
another devil
the drug taker - to take attention away from normal driver
behaviour.
Although such studies could provide almost indefmite work for researchers
looking for employment, they would come across the problem that studying this
area, and recommending measures to restrict the taking of drugs by motorists,

would bring into question (and possibly threaten) the power of doctors (Dr
Havard's members), whereas concentrating solely on drink does not.
Although studies of this kind could provide researchers with an almost endless
source of employment, they would risk fmding themselves in conflict with the
powerful medical establishment. Concentrating on researching
and restricting
alcohol avoids that kind of showdown.
Doctors do not like drunks. Alcohol can present patients with problems which
doctors would like to see minimised. The law also refuses to see alcohol as an

excuse for crimes committed by people under its influence. Unfortunately,
whatever the desirability of seeing certain alcohol consumption patterns as a
problem, alcohol is an easy scapegoat. In all the different, ambivalent attitudes to
alcohol, one thing stands out: we think that when we are drunk we are not our
normal selves. This commonly held attitude has an unfortunate corollary for those
worried about the activities of people when they are sober. If we can put down much
of our bad driving to times when we were not our normal selves, when we were
under the influence of alcohol, then it is all too easy to forget just how bad our
nonna! selves are. My view is that crashes are increasingly seen as something
which abnormal people, or people in an abnormal state, cause. As with "the other
driver", crashes become things which we, at least in our sober state, do not cause.

Prospeds for the future
The prospect offered by RBT could be one of failure, or one which moves towards
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a real attempt to deal with the origins of danger on the road.

At present, failure is a more likely outcome. The chances of RBT being
introduced are not certain. More importantly, it is unlikely that it will be brought
in on a regular, intensive, or permanent level across the country. There is also the
prospect of a shift to hedonistic drug taking, or other high-risk behaviour, occurring
among drivers who would in the past have been drinking drivers. Even if this is
minimal, and the intensity of RBT high, there are all sorts of migratory behaviours
that could occur as risk-taking is taken out of one context only to re-appear in
another. It could be a straight refusal of banned drivers to stop driving, as happens
in some 20 per cent of cases now;45 or an increased unwillingness to accept controls
in other types of driving behaviour as part of a backlash; or a newly found selfrighteousness among those who do not drink and drive which inhibits self- (or
other) criticism about driving behaviour.
As risk compensation theory suggests, there would have to be a fundamental

willingness for lower risk-taking, at least in the case of drink-driving, for the
initiative to have a permanent effect. It would also require a basic level of social
intolerance of the behaviour of the minority who would not conform, backed up by
the commitment to prevent it. Will this happen?

Making the connections...
One constantly reads in the campaign literature that drinking and driving "is a
'freedom' which should be abandoned", and that "nobody has to drink and drive".
There is probably no need for the inverted commas round "freedom", because in
terms of the severity of punishment and the chances of being caught, the freedom
is all too real. More important is the wider question of what freedoms should be
permitted: what should people "have" to do. The loss of personal convenience by
making a journey by public transport rather than car may often, particularly for the
keen drinker, be far less than that of giving up drinking before driving. And the
reduction in danger to others is substantially greater.
People do not buy sports or "performance" cars because they have to get from
A to B by car; nor do they have to drive at the speeds, or with the low level of care,
they happen to choose. If they could drive more carefully, then they do not, strictly
speaking, have to drive as they do. People state that they have to make journeys by
car, but the perceived requirement is itself generated by the creation of a transport
system with car use given pride of place. The history of transport has seen people

placed in a position where car use is considered more and more a necessity.
Reversing this would involve reducing people's ability to get away with stating that
they have to travel by car at all.

If stronger drink-drive controls are to be applied, why should not similar
controls exist on other aspects of driver behaviour? Campaigners have often called
for the need for "server intervention" which places responsibility on those selling

or serving alcohol to potential drivers. If this is to be advocated, it would be
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consistent for doctors to make a serious attempt to control drug taking and driving.

Yet the idea of confiscating driving licences for a period over which a drug is
prescribed (which could involve notifying the DVLC or re-introducing the need to
carry a driving licence) is highly unlikely to be contemplated by doctors.

Campaigns against drink-driving have always been opposed by motorists
accusing the campaigners of wanting to spread their net more widely. There is an

understandable tendency on the part of campaigners to limit themselves to an
extreme and obvious kind of dangerous behaviour by agreeing that sober driving

should not be thought of as dangemus. Most people do not want to campaign
against anything which might be considered a basic human right, namely the
current levels of car use and typical driver behaviour.
Yet the nettle has to be grasped. It is simply not logical to assert that "anyone
who drinks and drives is a potential menace",41 unless it is recognised that an
element of menace exists with many other behaviours in cars where alcohol is not
a factor, and unless these behaviours are defmed and dealt with.
...or a recipe for failure

The alternative to making these connections will be the production of a set of
compensatory behaviours such as those outlined above. The best that could be
hoped for would be a reduction of part of one limited kind of dangerous behaviour.
Without extending the opposition to irresponsible behaviour into other areas, the
possibilities of achieving results even just with drink-driving are few.
Defenders of motorists' privilege argue that RBT is an encroachment on civil
liberties. The road safety lobby has countered that it is not radically different from
existing police powers for checking, for example, on vehicle defects, or those for
television licence surveillance, or on customs' random checks, and that opinion
polls indicate that the public does not see RBT as a serious infringement of their
civil liberties. The restriction on the safety of others is a more serious infringement
anyway. For these reasons, bodies such as the National Council for Civil Liberties
have accepted RBT as legitimate.48 But this could go a lot further. Those in charge
of motor vehicles could be seen in the same light as owners or managers of factory
and work premises. Such people are in a position where they can adversely affect

the health and safety of others in the workplace and of members of the general
public; so we accept that health and safety at work legislation allows for random
visits by inspectors.49 Is the road safety lobby prepared to make this much of a
connection?
Similarly, by using casualty reduction as an indicator of progress, the road

safety lobby has made things difficult for itself. In any case a distorting and
incorrect way of looking at safety on the road, this has also allowed opponents of
anti-drink-drive measures to argue against them on the basis that "we already have
a good record".
Then there is the hypocrisy of the road safety lobby over the introduction of the
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intoximeter (evidential breath testing machine), which, along with associated
wn5° the
changes in the law, made it easier to secure convictions. As already
effects of this move, or at least a reduction in the incidence of drink-driving
coinciding with it, appear to have reduced the incidence ofdrink-driving, but were
covered up in order to make the benefits of seat belt legislation seem greater than
or the subsequent reversal of views they were. This kind of falsification
hardly serves a cause which depends on showing how intensifying law enforcement can have beneficial results. The Parliamentary Advisory Council on Trans-

port Safety, which tried to minimise the possible benefits of anti-drink-drive
legislation in l986,' was by January 1989 arguing that a gradual long-term
reduction of accidents resulting from drink-driving was due to a combination of
factors - one of which was "the evidential machinery changes in the 1981
Transport Act". 52
All of this is a recipe for failure, for which the road safety lobby appears
prepared. Already the "solutions" posed consist of extensions of the "belt them up
and let them loose" variety, such as simply altering the physical environment and
accepting drunk-driving as a fact of life.53 In this approach, anybody on two wheels
or two legs ventures out at their own risk (as does anybody not inside a tank-like
vehicle); this loss of freedom receives scant, if any, attention.
As part of the refusal to think of drink-driving as a driving problem, we have
parts of the establishment pointing out the dangers of being a drunk pedestrian.
Sometimes the drunken pedestrian is not portrayed as a problem on the same scale
as that of the drunken driver, but this is not always the case. 54The crucial difference
the
between the potential danger to others of pedestrians and motorists
dependence of the safety of one group on the other, consideration of which should

precede any discussion of the responsibilities of the more vulnerable and less
has already been remarked on.55 One might also suggest that
dangerous group
migration by drinkers to the benign modes is a sign of the success of anti-drinkdriving measures. But one could go further. The danger of motorists has been
accommodated by engineering measures which tolerate or even encourage more
risk-taking.
Would the road safety lobby show the same sort of tolerance to forms of
transport which have longer histories: would it accept that some people will wa&
when drunk and then try to protect them by slowing down and reducing the number

of vehicles and otherwise shift the onus on to the powerful? I would not be
particularly keen to meet more drunken pedestrians as I make my way about,
(although accommodating the carelessness of pedestrians is a relatively small
threat to others), but at least we could expect a debate stressing the difference
between danger to others and danger to oneself.
To some extent this kind of view is coming from members of grass-roots bodies
such as RoadPeace and Keep Death off our Roads (KDOOR), which look at other
forms of irresponsible driving apart from drunk driving. Whether they will reverse
a history of official tolerance for the abuse of motorist power is another question.
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Conclusion
The technology available to law enforcers has been augmented by on-board
automatic breath testing machinery which prevents drivers with excess BAC from
switching on the ignition. It will not be used, either because motorists would fmd
ways of evading its use (using compressed air canisters?), or because drivers will
refuse to accept legislation making them mandatory. A less technologically based
approach could be tried, which I have never seen mentioned: rewards could be
given for "shopping" over-the-limit drivers.
Members of the public are asked to inform on various kinds of criminal, from
armed robbers to illegal fly tippers. Rewards of approximately £200 to £300 could
be made - balanced by larger fmes if breath tests were negative (along the lines
of penalties for wasting police time) to people given a type of special constable
status. Television programmes dedicated to solving crime by means of encouraging
the public to contact the police receive massive popular support. The police are
already legally entitled to stop and test on the basis of information received,56 and
both they and sections of the media have advocated either reporting, or at least
attempting to stop, intoxicated people who intend to drive.
The reason why such a measure would not be adopted is nothing to do with fears
of turning us into a nation of informers, or with the cost of such a step. It is because

of the "sporting chance" mentality, based on the central idea that driving is a
Each individual motorist, subject to the behaviour of other road
users, is to be the master, to virtually all intents and purposes, of his or her own
decisions. Formal controls are minimal, non-existent or are pseudo-controls: the
only real controls are informal cultural controls based on motorist acceptance of
them (they are freely broken by substantial proportions of the motoring population), and the behaviour of other motorists.

personal mailer.

The road safety lobby has not effected a move away from this, and much of it
would not want to anyway. The opposition to drink-driving remains advisory when
it is known that advice is not enough. Instead, a kind of half-hearted shadow-boxing
occurs. A limited (although definite and obvious) form of motor danger is given
special attention. It is specified as being distinctly different from other motoring
problems and then is not dealt with, despite a pretence that action is being taken.
Hypocrisy and smoke-screening indeed.
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Getting out of whose way?

Segregation, traffic calming and the
struggle for road space
OVER THE COURSE of the century various of the lobby groups have taken some
unlikely positions in relation to the question of segregation. For example, in the 30s

the Cyclists' Touring Club supported the construction of special roads for cars:
later known as motorways. Whereas previously, motorists themselves, in the form
of the Motorists' Union, were against the idea. They feared that such treatment
would lose them the freedom of the roads, a response that we hear now from some
cyclists as they face up to life on the margins of road transport in cycle lanes.
As changes in car use lead to a doubling of traffic on motorways and other
roads, what does allocating space to particular user groups mean today?

+++

In the public outrage against the misery caused by car use in the 1930s, a strand of
thinking was developed by the defenders of motorist privilege which remains an
important element in their defence today. Its seductive logic has led to its adoption
by some of those genuinely concerned with the welfare of those outside cars. It also

infonns the practice of engineers confronted by problems of congestion and
pollution, as they design the urban and other environments of he future.
The idea is simple. AU of us have a view about which part of the road
environment "belongs" to us. If this environment can be designed to organise the
movement of different kinds of road user in such a way that the possibilities of
confrontation are minimised, then there will be less need to worry about the danger

posed by car and lorry traffic. This has meant the provision of a footway for
pedestrians, and sections of the carriageway being marked out for cyclists.
Footbridges and subways are built as "facilities" for pedestrians. The guiding
principle here is segregation, as with the provision of motorways for motorists.
More recently, certain kinds of "traffic calming" have stressed the proximity of
vulnerable road users, to each other and to motorists, on streets where the emphasis

is on lower speeds and cautious driving. However, even such environments,
characterised by a degree of integration, exist within overall hierarchies where
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Yet the only road user groups to gain substantially from road building designed
specifically for them are people using lorries and cars.
Re-allocating road space may have some limited potential advantages for
vulnerable road
But these have to be balanced against what is referred to
elsewhere in this book, and by other commentators, as a diversionary effect. A
recent paper on traffic calming suggests it might be "a 'green' smoke screen".' Fox
another commentator: "All palliatives are just that: when they are introduced they
attract attention at a level quite beyond their real importance, and distract attention
away from the real problem: over-production and use of the motor car."2 Similar
criticism has been made of a tendency to think of a safe environment for cyclists
in terms of the provision of segregated cycling "facilities". 3These criticisms apply
to some extent even ¡f there is widespread implementation of road space allocation
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towards vulnerable road users, which has not been, and is unlikely to be, the case
in Britain.

The problem
Rather than analyse the numerous case studies or guides to good practice, it is more

profitable to consider the difficulties associated with attempts to solve social
problems through segregation. From Bantustans under apartheid, through to
"special schools" for children with disabilities, the questions are the sanie. Who is
defined as "the problem"? Who gets what share of the resources? What happens
in the long-term throughout the wider society? And what are the consequences for
the disadvantaged or oppressed group? Apartheid and "special schools" may seem

dramatic analogies, but they are instructive. In each case there is a refusal to
consider the true origin of the problem.
The provision of certain kinds of environment in certain areas can give a few
road users in those areas some benefits. Balanced against these benefits are the
following prospects:
Most cycling and walking, particularly in rural areas, has to be unsegregated. Even with good environments planned for cyclists and pedestrians in urban areas, there will be the proximity of motor vehicles.

There is a shortage ofspace to allow for satisfaction ofexisting, let alone
future, demandfor car use. When applied to motorists, the idea that road

users should have "their own" space which caters for their desires,
produces an intolerable strain on the environment and adverse effects on
society.4 This could include eroding benefits gained from having special
road space for the benign modes.
We bring a set of culturally and individually determined values in our role
as road users to any road environment. We feel that we have certain rights

to be exercised, and should expect certain behaviours from other road
users. Changing the environment may not change the antisocial attitudes
of the potentially dangerous. Indeed, even if real benefits can be gained
for the vulnerable in special areas for them, necessary controls on motorists outside these areas and in society in general may become more
difficult to achieve by stressing segregationist principles.
Together, these prospects suggest that benefits from properly designed environments which would take a long time to implement satisfactorily - could be
eroded unless general controls were implemented as part of a programme to
restrain and control car use. The importance of not forgetting basic attitudes and
the proximity of all types of road user is crucial. Because this tends to be forgotten
just when segregation (or traffic calming, which despite its initial emphasis on
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integration is still part of the same approach) is proposed, I doubt whether the
"something is better than nothing" dictum can apply. Even where traffic calming,
pedestrianisation, networks of cycle routes and a transport policy based on shifting

transport modes away from car use are pursued vigorously, the unsatisfactory
"something" may not be achieved.
A process whereby the benign road user groups are (if they are lucky) to be
"given" something which was theirs anyway has been advocated and implemented

as follows:

A. Pedestrians
(i) The footway

The footway is a feature of the road environment which did not always exist. It can
meet many of the requirements of pedestrians, and may therefore be one form of
segregation which is satisfactory. Yet even here the story is not so simple.
First, a form of integration, where the boundary between space for pedestrians

and other road users is blurred or absent, may be preferable. This has been a
distinctive feature of the Dutch woonerven ("home-streets"), an early type of
traffic calming introduced in the 1970s. With physical and legal obstacles to
prevent cars from exceeding slow speeds, this can work to allow pedestrians,
particularly elderly, young and disabled pedestrians, basic freedom to move
around in their own streets. However, without these restrictions, or a culturally
generated commitment to give way to the vulnerable, such integration fails because

there is a general tendency, given the speed and width of cars, for motorists to
assume that they should have legitimate control over far more space than other road
users.

Second, footways need to be protected from encroachment by parked or
moving cars, which they are not. Parked cars smash footway surfaces, contributing
to a massive toll of pedestrian accidents.5 In Britain, pedestrians are killed or injured by motorists when on the footway or on pedestrian crossings in about 4,500
cases every year.6 Protection against this occurring can be effected only by continuous barriers which prevent convenient crossing by pedestrians.
Third, footways cannot exist on many rural roads.
Fourth, with constant possibilities of road widening, and demand for space for
cars increasing, the amount of footway space may be reduced.
The provision of the footway is therefore not an unqualified blessing. It is under
threat, is to a certain extent restrictive, and is far from universally available. The
allocation of specific sites for crossing the road is also problematic.7 More obvious
problems of pedestrian segregation come with subways and footbridges.
(ii) Subways and footbridges

Personal security when travelling is often cited as a major problem. Certain
environments present both real and perceived danger. A recent report states:
Of all transport facilities it is undoubtedly pedestrian subways that are the
most disliked. They frequently combine the worst environmental features...
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often there is not clear visibility; there is virtually no surveillance... by its very
nature the main passageway ofthe underpass is not visible to motorists and not

overlooked by residents or workers; [they are] often poorly maintained;
narrow constraining walls do not allow easy avoidance of confrontational
situations.8

This does not include the physical difficulty of walking up and down steps,
which, along with the security issue, makes subways a particular problem for
young children and their carers, for women, for the elderly and for people with
disabilities. There are limited possibilities for improving the design ofsubways, so:
Perhaps the most obvious solution to the design problem ofsubways is to avoid
the need for them in the first place. Crossing the road at ground level on a fully

protected signal phase is most pedestrians' preferred solution for busy highways.8

Similar problems of inconvenience, worsened for those who dislike heights,
exist for footbridges.
Subways are very much a feature of the i 960s era of road building, sited at the
periphery of city centres beneath ring or relief roads. They are thus features of
inner-city landscapes, with their high incidence of crime-related and securityrelated social problems. The product of a particular kind of road building based
around the idea of segregation for cars, subways are a graphic reminder of the

inappropriateness of the word "facility". Even when wide, well lit and well
populated - the best example being Birmingham city centre9 - they place pedestrians in an unsatisfactory subterranean environment created by just one of the
logical extensions of giving rein to the power of the car.
(iii) Pedestrianised areas
Making central urban areas places for pedestrians, with various kinds of access for
cyclists, buses or trams, and service vehicles, is one way of segregating for, rather
than against, the pedestrian. Continental experience indicates that this is a feasible
possibility which often assists economic activity, with evidence of pleasant and
popular environments in several cities. '°There are problems, however, with the

organisation of access for people with disabilities and the provision of public
transport. The inner city pedestrianised area is untypical of the vast majority of
areas where people walk. Some of these areas generate additional motor traffic
towards them - high levels of car parking in them are a common feature - and
such additional traffic can present very obvious problems to pedestrians in the
immediate surroundings of the area."
B. Cyclists

Cycle tracks, cycle paths, cycle ways or cycle routes: such terms are used, often
interchangeably, to refer to supposed cycle "facilities". The sloppiness of the
terminology reflects an attitude which, unconsciously or otherwise, is contemptuous of cycling and generally refuses to consider the adverse effects of motoring.
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(i) Pre-war history

Pressure for cyclists to be segregated from motor traffic arose in the early 1930s,
when far more miles were travelled by bicycle than by motor vehicle. Only some
ofthose motor vehicles were cars, and with lower mileage perjourney for cyclists,
many times more journeys were made by bicycle than by car. ' It is therefore a
iflection of the arrogance of the car lobby at this time that the demand to move
cyclists offthe carriageway could be made. The demand should also be seen in the
context ofthe wave ofpublic indignation against the dangers posed by caruse. The

defenders of motorist privilege have often, under criticism for their danger to
others, responded by criticising those who are both less dangerous to others and
particularly vulnerable to their potential danger. Some approaches to psychology
indicate that attacking others for the misdeeds one is accused of is a common form
of human
Characteristically, the attacks on cyclists (in print and in
magistrates' courts, as well as the actual damage caused by motorist negligence)

bei'3

coincided with the public opposition to motorists' danger. As one historian of
cycling put it: "The idea of segregating various forms of road traffic occurred as
a way of getting them [cyclists} off the public highways onto separate paths: 'for
their own good' of course!"4
Segregation involved the motorist lobby achieving its hegemony at the expense

of the more numerous, less dangerous and more vulnerable cyclists (as well as
pedestrians). It also involved motorists defending themselves by criticising and
defining as "the problem" this group of their potential victims. Finally, it gave the
appearance of a genuine defence against public criticism by creating the illusion
that cyclists would be able to be safe from motorists now they had been given a
"facility". It was a dangerous illusion, although few cyclists were taken in by it.
The first British cycle path was constructed in 1935 along 21/ miles of the Western
Avenue (A40) in West London. Other short sections of track were built at a handful
of locations for similarly short lengths, mainly along new trunk roads.
They were not very useful or safe for cyclists for a number of reasons. They only
extended along the sides of (part of) roads and did not aid cyclists at junctions,
where the majority ofaccidents occur; traffic turning left off the main road had

priority over cyclists, making it both dangerous and inconvenient for cyclists
travelling along the track... Cyclists had to give way at minor service roads and
the tracks were frequently blocked by parked cars, and badly maintained.'5

Cyclists were being moved off

their

roads for the benefit of the minority

introducing danger into them. Motorists, becoming used to seeing cyclists off the
carriageway, would be presented with them again at junctions or stretches of road
where tracks could not be provided.
It was an attempt at a something-is-better-than-nothing approach. However,
the lack of enough space for continuous tracks, the problems at junctions and the
inferior status of tracks (in terms of their treatment by parking motorists, pedestians and the local authorities responsible for their maintenance) meant that, in this
case, something was defmitely worse than nothing. Despite this, there are some,
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who should know better,'6 who can still think of them as desirable.
(ii) Post-war
A different kind of segregation was advocated with the post-war building of new
towns. The low-density layout of the new towns had space to afford a segregated

network of cycle and pedestrian paths or tracks and features such as grade
separation at some junctions, without conflicting with the car-oriented layout of

modem new town design. But the cycle facilities in new towns had severe
limitations.

They were appropriate to new towns, but not in the places where the vast
majority of cycling would occur in Britain. Cyclists continue to be told of the
desirability of the Stevenage or Peterborough type of design which cannot be
implemented in older towns, rural areas or other places dissimilar to new towns.
The cycle facilities were also by no means as satisfactory as is assumed. Criticism

of the facilities built integrally into the layout of Milton Keynes, for example,
indicates likely or endemic problems concerning conflict with pedestrians, poor
maintenance, loss of rights and safety on the carriageway, and so on.'7 In addition,
the areas considered are typified by a planning and transport policy which is the
reverse of what is appropriate for the future of the rest of Britain. It features
distances too long to walk, isolated and dangerous environments for pedestrians,
particularly severe obstacles to having adequate public transport and other problems associated with organising a society excessively around car use. '8The kind of
new town layout typical of Milton Keynes or Stevenage cannot and should not exist
for cyclists or others in a society with a proper transport policy.
(iii) The 1970s and after
Modem cycle planning is somewhat more sophisticated, and has been developed

with regard to contemporary environments since the decline in cycling in the
post-war period was reversed after the oil crisis of 1973. Nevertheless it remains
limited in its possibilities. These now include:
Off-road routes

The BristolBath shared pedestrian and cycle path, built on the site of a disused
railway, is probably the best known of these. Other routes use canal towpaths,
bridleways and forest roads. Such "green" routes are exceptionally limited in
availability, and when available are prone to appropriation by the more powerful
and space-hungry forms of transport: BristolBath has been threatened by light
rail development, another (Parkland Walk) by a road building scheme.
Side street routes

The idea is to avoid heavy traffic on main roads by linking side streets through
facilities such as road closures being opened for cycle tracks, or converting
footbridges to shared pedestrian/cycle use. While there may be some scope for this,
virtually all the cycling continues to be on ordinary roads in ordinary conditions.

Often the only thing distinguishing a cycle route from a road which would have
been used by cyclists anyway is signing. Much of the danger confronting urban
cyclists remains, or is even increased, because there are more junctions and greater
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distance than on the more direct main roads. Because in-

;

casemdistancecanmakea
journey prohibitive, another
technique tried more recently
is:

':ie

consideration to
be given for cyclists on main
roads. They tend to be hindered

o

Q

.

gneJprbemonbuslanes
and elsewhere
and by hostility from motorists, or those

.:

.

acting on their behalf, conceming the real or imagined loss ofcapacity to cars. They cannot co-exist with onstreet parking and offer little or no protection at junctions.
Perhaps the most obvious feature of cycle planning is that it has hardly been

implemented in Britain. Yet if, for example, the 1,000-mile network of routes
suggested by the Greater London Council some ten years ago were to be implemented, the advantages would be limited. Some 93 per cent of London's roads
would not be cycle routes, and they would have homes, shops, workplaces and
other cyclists' origins and destinations on them. Even where a cycle route existed,
a more direct alternative could still be preferable for some cyclists. Most of the
cycle routes would still tend to be ordinary roads, albeit quieter ones, with similar
problems to other roads - and in the case of danger at junctions, perhaps even
more. Where cycle lanes exist, the general absence of enforcement becomes
critical.
The problems with planning for cyclists are actually quite obvious. Instead of
reading from the large literature on cycle planning,'9 one can simply think of the
possibilities on the last few journeys one has made by any mode of transport. If
there is no desirable or adequate space for cyclists moving from a typical origin to
a destination, they must belong on the road. If they cannot easily be accommodated
on existing road widths, they need lanes; but then road space has to be taken from

motorists. This means that even if very good facilities exist for cyclists, the vast
majority of roads will involve the proximity of cyclists and other road users, and
the segregation idea could have the negative effect of obscuring this fact.
This does not necessarily mean that good cycle facilities should be opposed.
Yet it suggests that, even if good and extensively installed, they can only be a small

part of any solution and will tend to create the wrong impression about the
problems of cyclists and divert attention away from the problems which mass
motoring poses to other road users and society in general.
Personal experience of cycling in areas of Northern Switzerland provides an
203

DEATH ON THE STREETS

illustration of this difficulty: a tradition of engineering for cycling has provided a

cycle-friendly - and pedestrian and local resident-friendly - environment in
parts of many urban areas; which, because of available spare capacity and
resources would be exceptionally unlikely to be implemented in Britain. But,
perhaps the real problem is that when making necessary journeys by bicycle
outside those areas specially designated for bicycles, motorists unused to the
presence of cyclists (unwelcoming to people straying outside "their" area?) tend
to behave even worse than in countries where such cycle-friendly engineering is
common.
If segregation is to work, it has to occur alongside a changed attitude on the part
of motorists, such as appears to be the case with more careful motorist behaviour
at junctions on some Danish schemes. Also, as part of a full and integrated road
transport policy, it must involve a re-allocation of road space where space is lost
from private motorists to the benign modes. This is not an impossibility, as some
examples from Denmark, Belgium, the Netherlands, Switzerland and West Germany suggest. Nor, however, is even such very well installed provision the solution
that many campaigners appear to think it is. While they have been increasingly
confident at informing engineers, planners and politicians that cycle facilities need

to be good and extensive

and in that sense they have made the point that

something is not better than nothing
been placed properly on the agenda.

the points made above do not seem to have

Cars and lorries - a case of motorway madness
Special roads for motorists, later to become motorways, were first thought of in
much the same way as motorists were later to think of cycle tracks as a device
for getting a problem group out of the way. For this reason motorists in the early
years of the century opposed them in the same way that cyclists were to become
wary of segregationist proposals "for" them. Writing before the First World War,
the chairman of the Motorists' Union stated:
"I am totally and entirely opposed to taking the motorist and placing him on
the heights of fame with a special road to himself, or in the depths of infamy as
a being who is not fit to be allowed on the ordinary roads of the country... Once
allow us to be put on separate roads and there will be an increasing outcry to

keep us on those roads and to forbid access to the ordinary roads of the
country."2°

Ironically, the idea of special roads for motorists was supported by the Cyclists'
Touring Club, which called for the establishment of "special highways designed
to facilitate rapid transport and reserved for the use of high-speed (then thought of
as over 30 mph) traffic".2'
The motorists need never have worried that motorways would erode their
power and privilege. On the other hand, cyclists and pedestrians, some of whom
still think that motorways can help to "get the problem out of the way", should have
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been worried.
Ill the event, the provision of fast roads for motorists encouraged motoring
which would not otherwise have occurred, filling up not only those motorways
where thez was sufficient untapped pressure for motoring - the M25 being the
most obvious recent example - but the surrounding roads feeding them, which
also contain other road users.This disbenefit of extra traffic has to be set against
those cases where traffic has been diverted away from the shared roads without
extra traffic generation; but with today's pressure for driving this is increasingly
rare. As with other forms of segregation, it is a question of which road user group
is powerful enough to secure space, as well as the fact that some forms of transport
are far greedier for space than others.
Apart from generally becoming part of a more heavily motorised and dangerous society, motorways are exceptionally space consuming, particularly when
compared with the requirements of rail links. Environmental destruction spreads
beyond the space taken up, to areas where materials are extracted for construction.
Claims for job creation stimulated by motorway building are exaggerated. n The

process of choosing sites for motorways and building them has been antidemocratic and contemptuous of the lives and environment of local residents. 24hi
fact, from their illogicalities of cost-benefit analysis through to their generation of

traffic, motorways are an archetypal example of how things go wrong when
motorists are pandered to. Their safety record has signally failed to meet expectations and is a classic case of risk compensation and officially inspired confusion.

Motorway safety
According to the engineers' book, motorways should have a good safety record.
They are, after all, safer roads. They have long sight lines, no right turns and an
absence of less visible road users moving at much slower speeds (cyclists, moped

riders, pedestrians). From tricky junctions through to children appearing from
behind parked cars, motorists do not have to wony as much about danger as they
do on most other roads. And this is precisely why the accident record is poor, or at
least a lot worse than the pm-motoring lobby would have us believe.
The high speeds on motorways
the reason why a higher proportion of
accidents result in fatality than on other roads
are, of course, partly to blame.
Motorways were built for speed as well as for safety. But this misses the point:
traditional ways of engineering roads for safety produce speed, just as they decrease motorist vigilance and alertness. Similarly, the amount of freight travelling
onmotorways is a feature of a transport system centred on roads, not an unfortunate
chance occurrence contributing to accidents.
In the Department of Transport's guidelines on road safety policy into the next
century, we are reassured that "motorways have a generally superior record to all
other types of road... motorways are eight times safer than other roads ".This kind
of figure between six and nine
is constantly repeated by Ministers. It is an

example of abuse of statistics which should not fool anybody, distorting in the
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following ways the picture of chances of being hurt (particularly being killed) on
motorways?
First, the figure is arrived atby adding up all the reported casualties and dividing
them by total vehicle mileage. 38 per cent of the people killed on Britain's roads

- pedestrians, cyclists and moped riders - are not on motorways. Motorcycle
users, who make up some 12 per cent of fatalities, ai much less likely to use
motorways as a proportion of their total mileage than car users. So about half the
people killed on Britain's roads arefrom vulnerable road user groups who are
either less likely to be, or are in most cases never, there anyway. So in terms of the

the main road user group - being hurt or killed or
chances of car users
motorways the safety figure comes down by about a half.
Second, because of the higher speeds involved on motorways, the chances of
being killed once a crash has occurred are far higher than on built-up roads (and
the
about the same as on other non-built-up roads). The chances ofbeing killed
per mile travelled are about four times higher
most important kind of casualty
on other non-built-up roads but the same as on built-up roads.
Third, all this uses vehicle mileage as the denominator or measure of exposure.
But do real people think of exposure to risk in terms of their vehicle mileage? Do
they not think of their chances per journey, or in terms of the time taken on it (per

hour)? Looked at this way, motorways become distinctly bad in their record
compared to other forms of road, particularly built-up urban roads. The point is that
motorway journeys are much longer than urban journeys; the average car journey
time is some 21 minutes,27 but motorway journeys take much longer. The average
mph,28 but the average speed on motorways is
considerably higher.
All this can be summarised by applying it to a part of the DTp's defence of
motorways: "[fln terms of journeys of similar length, one on a motorway will be
safer than one on another type of road. Put another way, the chance of an accident
in a journey of 200 kms on a motorway is the same as a chance of an accident on
a journey of 20 kms in a built-up area."29 This differential factor of 10 is reduced
to 2.8 for serious injuries and disappears for deaths. If casualty rates are calculated
per hour rather than per mile, given average urban journeys at less than 20mph and
motorway journeys at some 40-50mph, we can divide these figures by two or thie
times if we consider time as the important denominator. This shows motorways as

speed of all car journeys is 20

two or three times worse for deaths, and about the same for serious injuries, in terms
of the time spent travelling. The chances of car users dying or being seriously hurt
per hour travelled on a British motorway are worse and no better respectively than

on typical urban roads. In terms of those journeys which are longer in time on
motorways compared to built-up urban roads, the motorway accident record would
be even poorer, with the serious injury figure becoming worse as well as the fatality
figure.
The picture is admittedly different on non-built-up roads, so any desire to use
them instead of motorways for long-distance travel may be mistaken. But, even
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there the balance is not clear cut in favour ofmotorways. People may not have made
carjoumeys at all by the previous alternatives to motorways, and the advantage of

removing traffic from non-motorway roads has to be set against the role of
motorways in encouraging extra car travel in the first place. The casualties
involving those additional journeys cannot be found in any official statistics.
3
Motorways play an important part in generating longer
While

Britain's programme of inter-urban motorway building is mainly complete,
motorway-style building or widening existing motorways is still on the agenda.
Using vehicle miles, rather than a more faithful indicator of human experience as
the denominator in a safety index or safety record, paints a falsely rosy picture in
the statistics produced by the DTp to back up its support for motorways.

Much of this has been known for some time. A leading theorist of risk
compensation wrote about it in the 1970s.3' It may have even entered the minds of
the engineers and public figures who enthusiastically supported the first motorways,
namely those roads which were such an important part of the ideology and war
economy of the Fascist states. (The close links between the British road lobby and
the Nazi transport authorities, who were only too keen to entertain such people, was
to become embarrassing later.)32
But a full acceptance of the root cause seems as far away as in any other branch
of "road safety". In September 1988, a motorway driver with previous speeding
convictions killed two women after driving into their almost stationary car at nearly
90 mph. He escaped a prison sentence after evidence was given on his behalf that
he had suffered from "highway hypnosis". The claim that this "trance-like state"
led him to ignore warning lights was made by a prominent figure in the road safety
lobby,33 although there was no hard published evidence of this condition. In a rare
falling-out of allies, the AA suggested that the problem was due more to overfamiliarity, boredom and other effects of driving for a long period of time.
Out of the confusion over the precise state of mind of this individual and others
like him, three certainties emerge. First, there will be a string of conferences to
establish links between different kinds of visual and other stimuli and psychological

states measured by different psychologists in different kinds of experimental
situation, with more or less invalid evidence being produced after a number of years
(courtesy of funding from the car and insurance industries) which may or may not

be accepted by the authorities. Second, the motoring organisations will continue
to give occasional injunctions to motorists not to drive when they are tired, or on

journeys which are too long; they will do so in the full knowledge that these
injunctions will be ignored on a massive scale. Third, any changes in design or in
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education will be absorbed, as usual, by the behaviour of the dangerous at the
expense of the vulnerable; and the origins of our society's motorway madness will
be studiously disregarded.

Traffic Calming
Announcing changes in road hump regulations in April 1989, Minister for Roads
Peter Bottomley spoke of "road humps, sleeping policemen, and raised junctions,

etc, designed to make drivers think 'I am a worm, and I have to give way to
everything else', rather than, 'I am the master'."34
Traffic calming does not appear to be a segregationist approach. It can include
measures which definitely reduce the danger and other adverse effects of motor
vehicle use, re-allocating road space in a genuinely beneficial way. However, even

if traffic calming is widely introduced in Britain, its benefits are likely to be

restricted to certain kinds of area. It can also be used as an excuse for building more

roads, if the need to reduce road capacity is ignored. In the sense that it can be
restricted to certain parts of "the hierarchy of roads", traffic calming typifies the
problems of segregationism.

208

13. GETTING OUT OF WHOSE WAY?

(i) Defining traffic calming
Denmark, the Netherlands and West Germany have led the way with traffic
calming. The practice can be seen to have developed from three ideas:35 pedestrianisalion; the Dutch woonerven (shared space in mews-type residential areas
with vehicles traveffing at veiy slow speeds and the distinction between carnage-

way and footway abolished); and the "environmental areas" mentioned in the
Buchanan Report. The term "traffic calming" applies to any scheme where
physical changes in the road environmentsuch as road humps, traffic islands and
footway extensions
have been introduced for one or more of the following
purposes:
Speed restriction (for accident or environmental reasons);
Extending the space available forpedestnans and/or cyclists by reclaiming
it from the carriageway; this includes catering for "non-traffic activities"

such as children's play;
Creating a more pleasant environment which, along with less traffic noise
and pollution, is also more visually attractive.
This presents us with an image of a street where cars have been slowed down
by physical mechanisms which are not dependent on law enforcement or education. It has more space for pedestrians to gather and talk in an environment which
has become more attractive with less noise andpollution, and perhaps the provision

of plants or other vegetation. Space may be provided for a cycle track, and/or a
narrower carriageway can make it easier to cross the space allocated for vehicles.
There can be an emphasis on how things feel; in fact, this is one area where safety
is beginning to be talked about in terms of the legitimacy of people's perceptions
of danger, with the possibility of at last moving away from discussing safety in
terms just of accidents.37
A large range of measures can be taken on a variety of roads as part of different

transport policies; and this is where the problem exists. One definition - "traffic
calming refers to all traffic control and construction measures to produce changes
in streets and the adjacent private property likely to attenuate the negative effects
of motor vehicles on traffic conditions, on urban development and the environment"38 - is based on avoiding "the extremes of isolated local measures and
universal traffic policy measures". Right at the start of the discussion then, issues
are raised concerning how traffic calming differs from traditional environmental
traffic management, how much restraint is involved, what kinds of road can be
treated and what kind of broader transport policy is implicated.

In one approach traffic calming actually becomes defmed as an overall
transport policy , with general promotion of walking, cycling and public transport.
In other words, a modal shift away from car use:
Traffic calming in such a wide sense will include a combination of transport
and, as important, land-use policies which will reduce both the number, and
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even more desirably the need for motor-vehicle trips in built-up areas. The
traffic calming concept is manifested in a combination of transport policies
intended to alleviate the adverse environmental, safety and severance effects
motor vehicles have been [imposing] and continue to impose on both the
individual and society at large.3'
In Britain at present, as with cycle facilities, the most notable feature of traffic
calming schemes is their absence. Where they exist, lack of guidance from the
Department of Transport on official practice leads to a haphazard approach from
local authorities. If schemes are narrowly implemented, without being part of a

process with traffic calming in the above wider sense as its objective, then yet
another smoke screen may be successfully created. "Traffic calming" has become
a fashionable phrase to use: it is absolutely vital to make it clearfrom the start what

is meant by it - and what its possible effects may be. °

(ii) Problems of limited traffic calming
The worry about traffic calming is that it has a palliative4' or smoke screen42 effect
by being able to coexist with or even encourage increased car use. Sometimes it
provides more car-parking space; or it may be used as a bargaining counter for new

roads which will increase car use; or it may simply give the impression that
problems associated with mass car use are being solved.
Proponents of the smoke screen theory argue that there should be no increase
in car use for a variety of environmental and transport policy reasons. The very

arguments which win over British engineers and planners to traffic planning
that they need not interfere with capacity - are precisely the ones
schemes
worrying the smoke screen theorists. If increases in pollution and public transport

problems fit in easily with such ideas about traffic calming, there is a serious
problem.
Unless the problems of increasing (or existing) levels of car use are dealt with,

even limited traffic calming can fail. Whitelegg reports from his experience in
West Germany of how the failure to deal with car-parking means that road space
supposedly allocated to pedestrians or cyclists becomes blocked with parked
cars;43 an increase in car use can mean that initial danger reduction is eroded for
pedestrians, particularly in neighbouring areas which are not traffic calmed.
As with cycle planning, there is a question of how far traffic calming can
proceed. There are some 4,000 converted streets in North Rhine Westphalia alone,
but what happens outside these areas? Although space and facility can be taken
from motorists on main roads and in shopping areas as well as residential streets,
such moves are likely to be resisted because they counteract motorist privilege.

Most roads are not traffic calmed even in these places where traffic calming is
fashionable; in particular, rural roads will continue to pose massive problems to
cyclists and pedestrians. And what if danger on them actually increases as motorists relax and speed up, when departing from a traffic-calmed zone, in response
to the lifting of restriction?45
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Whatever the engineering measures, motorists bringing a hostile attitude with
them will not be easily civilised. Features such as chicanes can be played with or
humps disregarded by the (company car?) driver unconcerned with the vehicles
structure.
Even the smoke screen theorists allow traffic calming a "walk-on part" in the

move towards a better road environment. It shows how slower speeds can
dramatically alter the severity of accidents and reduce pollution. But the importance of considering the wider context of car hegemony remains paramount. Road
speed could be automatically controlled by, for example, the installation of speed

governors in cars. Governors with different limits for different road types are
already used in prototypes in Gemiany;47 their settings could be regulated by
electronic apparatus at the boundaries of each type of road (residential, urban,
motorway). Instead, engineers make piecemeal local efforts, achieving far less
speed reduction over a far longer time period.
(il) A summary of problems

Whether traffic calming is meant to ameliorate the adverse consequences of mass
car use or not, it contains problems which flow from the central difficulty outlined
in this book: danger, and the other problems of mass car use, can not be solved by
easy ways out which fail to confront the issues at source. If engineers are unwilling
to deal with the issues, they should be: if they are, then they must honestly present
them to the public. The problems otherwise are that traffic calming may:
Not be intended to actually reduce danger or other car problems anyway,
but increase parking and/or road capacity.

Be intended to help, but cause problems as particular road user groups
suffer from the disbenefits of measures designed for others
the classic
example is of road narrowings or central refuges which might assist
pedestrian crossing but squeeze cyclists.48
Be intended to deal with problems, but be unable to do so because of the
failure to control demand for cars one transport planner claims that
problems such as noise, emissions, danger and congestion could increase
even in traffic calmed areas as a consequence of traffic calming.49

E Act as a smoke screen. Traffic and traffic-related problems may be
pushed on to neighbouring sites. It may be used as a bargaining counter
for new road building or as a more general idea that "something is being
done". This effect can therefore occur in both an immediate physical way
as well as at a broader ideological level.
Without society-wide changes in attitude and policy, we would have what has
been described as squeezing the hosepipe without closing the tap. ° It is certainly
necessary to deal with the problem at source: it may be that the limited "walk-on
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part" played by traffic calming could be helpful (although perhaps better fuffilled
by some other means such as variable speed governors), but it would have to fit in
with the major changes required and not divert attention away from them. Even
those measures associated with traffic calming which deliberately aim to restrain
and reduce traffic in towns may fail to reach targets necessary for the solution of
the global problems which they are (supposedly) aimed at. Needless to say, such

limited restraint can co-exist with an increase in non-urban traffic danger and
related problems.5' At the end of the day, a muck-shifting exercise shifts muck
elsewhere: it does not deal with the problems of having muck there in the first place.

Segregation, traffic calming and the Buchanan
legacy
"What about 20 mph in designated areas (including all towns and villages and

scattered residential areas) and a 60 mph limit on all main roads?... The
benefits from a general slowing down would be enormous. "52

So speaks the most influential figure in post-war transport planning in Britain, Sir
ColinBuchanan. From the president ofVolvo53to leading transport academics54 the
message is the same. Whether it be the danger or environmental damage caused by
cars and lorries, it is time to create a road environment characterised by planning

which is restrictive of at least certain kinds of car use. However much traffic
calmers are keen to claim that they are not engaged in "a witch-hunt policy against
the car",55 an erosion of motorist privilege is on the agenda.
Restriction should not be seen as a harsh sacrifice made as an act of benevolence
by motorists. It has to be understood in terms of the problems that motorists have
always been able to get away with inflicting on others. After all, current debates on

attempts to deal with commuting traffic have only just started - some 30 years
after it was obvious that inner cities and their transport systems could never cope
with the majority of commuters travelling by car. The proper re-allocation of road
space, taking account of safety and other requirements, demands a very different
approach from many (if not most) of those taken in the past.
Many of today's difficulties stem from problems arising with the publication
of the Buchanan Report in 1963. The approach of the report owed much to
segregationist ideas introduced during the war by Alker Tripp. Buchanan described the advantages of mass car use, and the necessity of transforming the layout
of towns and cities to accommodate it.57 The question of how far traffic should be
restricted, or how far road building should be facilitated, was left unspecified. For
some, Buchanan provided an indication of the need to restrict traffic,58 others gained

from it the impetus to design massive road schemes (since criticised for their
inhuman scale).59 In the intervening period, however, environmental concerns
have become dominant. Academics involved in assessing (promoting?) car use 20

years ago have moved towards emphasising its negative effects much more
forcefully. Even those pushing for more road building feel obliged to pay lip212
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service to potential environmental disbenefits.
Whichever way Buchanan is assessed pushing towards universal car use or
warning against its potential disbenefits
there is a feeling that the agenda of
discussion about increasing car use was fairly drawn up:
The report accepts the maximum possible use of the motor vehicle, poses
possible solutions to its movement in towns and asks what price the citizens are
prepared to pay for greater or lesserfreedom ofcar movement. That dilemma

has still to be resolved, but, the validity ofthe question remains.'
But the way the dilemma was posed, however, was wrong. Buchanan has been
criticised for over-emphasising the levels ofcar ownership that would be achieved

and under-estimating the importance of walking as a mode of ranrt6' Accessibility was defined in too limited a way. Similarly, environmental areas were
defined in too restricted a way to allow for an understanding of the effects of traffic
on the people in them: "no more and no less than a method of arranging buildings
for motor traffic".62 Indeed:
Closer examination [of the consequences of applying the concept of 'environmental areas' to existing urban areas] would have shown the outcome to be
inequitable, not only entailing restriction on movement - especially on foot between the areas because of their girdle of traffic, but also exposing people
living on the peripheral roads to an even more unfair share of the nuisance
generated by traffic than they had experienced previously. 63
Other criticisms were made by radical transport theorists about the implications

of encouranging car transport

the effects on public transport, equity, energy,

more recent concerns with pollution and others considered in Chapter 14. A central
flaw of Buchanan's approach is revealed in a statement he made some years after

the report: "The signs all seem to me to point in the direction of people being
prepared to put a high price to their mobility, and being ready to sacrifice other
things first.M The trouble is that other people pay that price people with less
power. Whether elderly, disabled or child pedestrians, or cyclists suffering danger,
or the poor and powerless both nationally and globally, this power relationship is
not adequately theorised. And given the tendency of motorist power to grow, the
need to counter-balance it is all the stronger.

This failure to grasp the dynamics of power erodes the best strategies for
allocating road space. Segregation has to allocate areas for road users to be able to

move in safety without threatening others. This has always been difficult for
pedestrians (particularly in rural areas) and very difficult for cyclists; it is not
helped by the advanced development of motorways. Even where there is space for
adequate environmental areas, the dynamics of motorist power with its immense
greed for space mean that the threat of danger and other car-produced problems do
not go away up to another level of the "hierarchy of roads", but tend to expand on
that level and permeate down.
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Four
Danger and the way we
get about
14.
One or two problems with cars
ACCORDING TO an article in The Times newspaper, Los Angeles has more cars
than the whole ofChina, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Indonesia combined. As
the smog sits over the Californian city, in spite ofcatalytic converters and lead-free
fuel, it doesn't take much imagination to foresee the environmental disaster that
awaits us all ifcar ownership levels in the developed countries are repeated in the

Third World. More than this, is it a coincidence that it was this, the most caroriented city in the world, that erupted into arguably the most catastrophic rioting
the United States has ever seen?

+++
We have seen that the problems created by mass car use, in ternis of the danger
posed to others, have never been properly addressed or tackled. Ordinary citizens

are allowed, even encouraged, to endanger the lives of their fellows without
anything more than minimal or pseudo restrictions. Insofar as an anarchic system
of spontaneous adaptation gives much (although by no means all) of the motoring
public a reasonable trade off between risk and freedom, this may be satisfactory.
Looked at from the point of view of the more careful motorists and all non-car
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users, however, when compared even remotely to standards of occupational safety,
this situation fails to meet a reasonable level of civilised or decent values.
Might this not be inevitable? Is it not the price we have to pay? There are two
objections to the proposition that we have siinpiy to accept the present dangers as
necessary. Before stating them, it is worth repeating that the "we" who pay the price
is often not the group responsible for the danger; those who are more likely to suffer
are also less likely to be dangerous. Thus the displacement of danger generated by
a particular road user group on to all of"us" in "our" society obscures the situation.
The first objection to the inevitability/necessity proposition is that, however
necessary car domination may be, it does not warrant the current absence of control
over car use. There are examples of institutions and practices whose existence is
considered socially necessary where far stricter safety controls operate, at least in
principle.
The second objection is that this kind of domination is not necessary. Mass car
use has brought with it a variety of problems, all of which were brought into focus

by the Government's 1989 White Paper, Roads for Prosperity. This document
promised an additional £12.4 billion to be spent on increasing the road network
capacity by some 2.0 per cent to provide for an estimated growth in car mileage of
between 82 and 134 per cent by the year 2025.' This means an extra 15 to 24 million
cars. How this increased number of cars would be accommodated is hard, if not
impossible, to say.2 If it is undesirable or impossible to allow all those entitled to
drive to do so, the question arises: how do we decide who should and who shouldn't
be a driver? There might be a case for squeezing a few million more cars onto the
roads if mass car use were an unalloyed benefit, but it is not. Current levels of use
generate a variety of serious problems, of which danger is just one.
According to the chief statistician at the Department of Transport in 1987:
"Road accidents are a manifestation of social behaviour, and society and
individuals have to learn to live with increased volumes of motor traffic."3
The consideration below of the adverse effects of mass car use reveals many

reasons why we should not be expected to live with increased - or even current
- volumes of motor traffic, even before danger is put properly on the agenda.

A. Not just a dirty story - cars and pollution
In early 1989 a rather strange story appeared in the Wolverhampton Express and
Star:
West Midlands Police is to 'go green' in a major move towards helping protect

the environment. The force is looking to buy lead-free bullets to protect
firearms officers from pollution.4
Whether this report, which was still circulating some months later, was a hoax

or not is not of concern here. The notion of environmentally friendly bullets is
certainly a trifle bizarre, and symbolises the way the nature of pollution is misunderstood.
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In Britain at present, incomplete and much delayed steps have been taken to
reduce one of the many pollutants lead from vehicle emissions. Action to deal
with the other pollutants, which cause the vast majority of vehicle emission
problems, is proceeding dangerously slowly and is impeded (or possibly even
outweighed) by increasing volumes of traffic. One minuscule aspect of a major
problem has been dealt with, while almost all of it has stayed the same or got worse.
It might be thought pessimistic to suggest that the removal of lead from petrol
and the introduction of catalytic converters are only a smoke screen. However, the

benefits of such measures are utterly trivial compared to the pollution problems

posed by motor traffic. It is not just that petrol stations and oil companies
bombarding us with images of fuels that "bum green" or "clean up the environ-

ment" grossly distort reality; nor even that when the fuel is burned in such
dangerous pieces of technology the process is far from rational and peaceful. The
fact is that there is no such thing as a clean car. Cars and other vehicles based on

the internal combustion engine emit pollutants which need to be reduced by
controls which eventually must require some restrictions on use.
Forms of pollution
(i) Greenhouse gases

Global warming

the exacer-

bation of the "greenhouse effect" through the accumulation
of chemicals in the atmosphere

as a result of human activity is widely agreed to have begun.

Exactly how much of a part
vehicle emissions may play in
changes which are fundamentransforming life on this

otally

planet is difficult to predict.
Nevertheless, we know that

vehicle emissions are a big part
of a big problem. Cars and light vans produce about 18 per cent of global carbon

dioxide emissions when in use, with an additional amount produced in their
manufacture, and carbon dioxide is implicated in about half of the greenhouse
Nitrous oxide, one of the nitrogen oxides emitted, is a greenhouse gas. So
too are surface and tropospheric ozone (as opposed to the ozone in the ozone layer),
which can be generated by the nitrogen oxides. Carbon monoxide contributes to the
destruction of hydroxyl radicals, which play an important part in reactions which
effect.5

clean the atmosphere of pollutants; it may also contribute to elevated levels of
tropospheric ozone.6 Worsening concentrations of gases in the "greenhouse
cocktail" are the major pollution problem emanating from vehicle exhausts.
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(ii) Smogs and acid rain
Nitrogen oxides can turn to nitric acid in the atmosphere and fail as acid rain. They

react with other chemicals in sunlight to form photochemical smogs. Smogs
contain ozone which destroys billions of dollars' worth of crops in the USA and
ri7 The nitrogen
elsewhere and has other damaging effects on plants and
oxides in smog irritate the mucous membranes with serious adverse effects on
human health, particularly for those with respiratory ailments.
(iii) Hydrocarbons
Benzene and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons aie implicated in causing ance9
(iv) Smoke

Particles in vehicle emissions large enough to be seen as smoke, particularly in
diesel emission, can have carcinogens adsorbed to them. The higher temperature
at which diesel bums produces less of some of the noxious pollutants, so the
defence of cars by pointing to the use of diesel in buses is therefore ill founded.'°
However, the additional health and other problems of diesel exhaust suggest no
reason to advocate the car diesel engine.
(y) Spillage and leakage

Leaking or wrecked oil-tankers at sea, and vehicle oil poured and washed down
drains, cause persistent pollution.
(vi) Noise
Although relatively universal, noise is the forgotten pollutant, a low priority even
for people generally worried about pollution. Vehicle noise invades the home,
upsets social intercourse outside and causes a variety of health problems which can
be properly addressed only by reducing noise at source. The National Society for
Clean Air reports that "Noise from road traffic is the largest single source of
environmental noise nuisance in the UK, with 23 per cent of people in Britain
'bothered' and 8.0 per cent 'seriously bothered' by it." An OECD estimate gives
figures of 16 per cent of people exposed to "unacceptable" (above 65dB[A]), and
over 50 per cent to "unsatisfactory" levels of noise.'2
What has been done
Evidence on the harmful potential of leaded petrol emerged in the 1960s and 1970s.
Regulations to control emissions of lead from petrol were passed in the USA in
1975. Discussions started at EC ministerial level in 1983 have led to the introduction
of unleaded petrol and later to agreement (in June 1989) on a package of emission
control regulations applying in the EC, with the implementation date of 1992.
The campaign over lead-free petrol indicates that sophisticated, media-conscious campaigners have to struggle for a long period to secure simple objectives
in the face of manufacturers with long production lead times even over an issue

which does not affect the ease of motoring. (Although recommendations from
campaigners to reduce pollution by more careful driving patterns appear to be
difficult for some motorists to accept.)'3
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What needs to be done
The easiest problems to solve involve controlling noxious emissions through the
installation ofcatalytic converters, which can reduce many ormost emissions, and
through the introduction ofmore efficient engines and lighterbodies to double fuel
efficiency. Motorists would not be inconvenienced. However, catalytic converters
do nothave abeneficialeffecton the production ofCO2 and leave open the question

of increased pollution in the short- and medium-term until all vehicles are fitted
with them. There is also the suggestion that catalytic converters do not function
when cold, possibly on up to 20 per cent of a typical urban carjoumey. '4The same
short- and medium-term wait applies to more efficient fuel consumption. Manufacturers are unlikely to see an incentive for introducing such vehicles until fuel
becomes significantly more expensive.
Any serious attempt to deal with the gieenhouse effect and airpollution should
require the restriction of vehicle emissions, particularly in the context of Third
World car ownership coming remotely near levels in Western countries. This
means not only changes in the kinds of car driven (with increased fuel taxation to
stimulate the move towards more efficient fuel consumption), but also a stabilisation

of, or more likely a reduction in, existing, let alone predicted, car mileage.'5
Pollution is an issue of increasing concern. After years of failure to deal with
the danger, loss of public transport, environmental destruction, and other problems
arising from mass car use, many motorists have at last started questioning part of
their behaviour. There is, however, something glaringly wrong with such "green
consumers" discussing how alternative fuels can make life better for everyone
when car use has so many other drawbacks.'6
The consequences of global car use remotely reaching current European levels
will be intolerable, even with increased fuel efficiency, catalytic converters, and so
on. The West will have no authority to demand emission reductions from Third
World countries if "we" ourselves fail to act.
Alternative fuels create problems as well. Liquid hydrogen needs electricity to

freeze it, as well as involving storage and safety problems. As with electric
vehicles, it demands an expensive fuel whose generation usually produces CO2.
Alternative sources of electricity are expensive, but should be used in future for
those other more urgent energy needs at present served by nuclear power or fossil
fuels. New dream technical fixes such as hydrogen fuel cells or cold fusion are not

only exceptionally expensive and distant prospects: the problem is that their
introduction would not just replace existing technology but displace it on to the
Third World, in much the same way that tobacco's loss of markets in the
metropolitan countries has been displaced. Engineering the road environment to
produce more free-flowing traffic also fails to reduce pollution.'7 A more basic
approach is needed.'8
Everything points to emissions needing to be reduced through restriction, in the
first instance by way of higher fuel prices that will push car manufacturers into
producing more fuel efficient and/or alternative-fuel-using cars, and also to reduce
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car use overall. Even with cars that emit less pollution, there will still be no such
thing as a "green car". They will still (like lead-free bullets) be dangerous. They
will also be space hungry, in competition with more benign and equitable forms of
transport, environmentally destructive, expensive, and so on.

B. Mass car use and health
Exacerbation of social and health inequalities, separation from directing
health protective amenities and social isolation, as well as health damage by
physico-chemical pollution.., it is arguable that these factors may account for
more years of life lost annually than do road traffic accidents."

Using a broad definition of health, such as that exemplified by the World Health
Organisation Health for All by the Year 2000 strategy, and used by the new public

health movement, all the problems generated by mass car use have health
implications. Specifying them is hampered by the relatively late concern with
transport and its relationship with health, compared to the work done on relating
health to diet, unemployment and housing. Also, the medical establishment's
credo of individualism and its acceptance of the transport status quo have allowed
discussion to be trivialised and distorted. The long-term effects of land use
planning - including features such as out-of-town retailing and the community
severance caused by new roads, the decline of public transport, changes in access
to health care and the maintenance of social support networks
do not get much
auention. Instead we are offered self-help suggestions: that individuals walk or
cycle for their health, presumably independently of traffic and other environmental

conditions. This may be accompanied with trivialising irrelevancies, with an
element of supposed humour, such as the debate about "erectile impotence" in male
long-distance cyclists.20
Despite the predominant ideology, health problems generated by our current
transport system can, and should, be highlighted. These include:

The discovery that increased chances of death among elderly people may
be due not just to hypothermia in poorly heated accommodation, but also

to exposure to prolonged cold outdoors. Responding to interviews, a
group of elderly people revealed that the biggest single reason for getting
cold is waiting at bus-stops for decreasingly adequate bus services.2' When
published in the British Medical Journal,22 the research implied no difference between walking (which produces bodily warmth and is normally
regarded as healthy exercise by doctors) and waiting in the cold for up to

an example of the kind of unenlightened
40 minutes at a bus-stop
medical thinking which impedes an assessment of the links between
health and transport.

The prospect of poorer diet for inner-city dwellers without cars and,
220

14. ONE OR TWO PROBLEMS WITH CARS

therefore, without access to out-of-town hypermarkets, as local shops
raise prices and otherwise show a decline in services as a consequence of
competition.23

The loss of access to health care with changes in health provision which
may discriminate against those unable to make longerjoumeys (by car)
as health centres becomemore centralised in location. Access for women,
in particular, is inadequate.24

These issues, rarely mentioned until recently,exist alongside the more obvious health questions:
(i) Accidents
Accidents and the fearofdangercan cause additionalhealthproblems - inhibiting

the mobility of the elderly, the disabled and child pedestrians, and placing
additional burdens on parents organising transport for children who cannot be
allowed to walk or cycle.
(ii) Pollution
Insofar as car manufacturing and use play a role in the depletion of the ozone layer,
they are implicated in health problems, particularly skin cancers, in those areas of
the world most immediately affected. The long-term worldwide effects of global
warming are implicated in potential famine and migration phenomena which may
make otherhealth problems appearinsignificant. As fornoxious emissions, carbon
monoxide (CO) and nitrogen oxides (NOx) can cause respiratory irritation and

health problems. CO can cause coronary damage. Photochemical smogs and
tropospheric ozone, produced by the reaction of NOx and CO with hydrocarbons,
irritate mucous membranes in the eyes and elsewhere.
Carcinogenesis is a complex process involving mutagens and inducing agents
(promoters). Understanding it requires knowledge of concentrations of material,
of how it is taken up, and of other elements of epidemiological work. Research into
a link between emissions and cancer is as yet fairly thin on the ground. If such work
is carried out, mass car use may well be significantly implicated as causing a large

number of cancers. Airborne polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons alone are held
responsible for 30 new lung cancers each year in Sydney. Benzene is implicated
in some 600-1,900 new cancers every year in the USA, y where concentrations are
lower than in Bntain. One estimate for Britain gives a figure of a possible 5,000 new

cancers caused by hydrocarbons every
emissions as a possible carcinogen. 29
(iii) Mobility and access

year.28

Other evidence points to diesel

Less tangible, but equally (or more) important, are the effects of loss of mobility for
non-car-users, and the wider access problems for all exacerbated by mass car use. 30

Loss of access to health care, poorer diet and other effects of changes in local
retailing, loss of green space and general community severance are worsened by
heavier traffic flow, road building, pollution, and so on. What would once have
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been regarded as the most simple and basic of journeys, such as those made by
children and elderly people crossing the road to visit friends and relatives, become
less frequent.3' The associated stress is hardly acknowledged, although occasionally

mentioned with regard to the driving experience. As the loss of social support
networks occurs,32we see the worsening ofgeneral health problems which already
disproportionately effect particular social groups, notably low-income inner-city
Another
dwellers. The most disadvantaged within these groups suffer most of
problem of increased motorisation is the reduced access to health services for nondrivers occurring over time.34

Perhaps the most unhealthy aspect of this unhealthy picture is the lack of
interest on the part of the medical establishment and others in doing research on a
scale which would equal the sophistication of the number crunching performed on
road-accident and other traffic phenomena.35 But this is because official accident
statistics are produced purposely to justify more road building and other features
of current transport policy; equivalent resources are unlikely to be devoted to those

who suffer from it. If any such work is done without there first being a radical
change of perspective, material will be produced either to justify the use of limited
technological fixes such as hoods on the nozzles of pumps at petrol stations to

reduce concentrations of benzene36 - or to slot into another programme of justification for maintaining the status quo.

The untold story: mass car use and cancer
The few studies that look at the possible link "suggest strongly that residential
traffic density is a substantial risk for cancer, even taking smoking behaviour and
socioeconomic characteristics into account". 38This does not mean that smoking is
not a cause of cancer. But it does mean that mass car use may be also a major cause,

or a co-promoter with smoking. Because the origins of the debate involved
studying either environment or smoking in the causality ofcancer,39 environmental
causes were studiously neglected. One of the few researchers looking at the link
between benzene from petrol and cancer suggests that: "one might... speculate that
the more widespread, common-place and 'normal' a chemical exposure is perceived

to be, then the less likely it will be that the exposure is recognised , let alone
considered to cause cancer." In such ways the experts fail to see the wood for the
trees.
But this is true for all dangers posed by a car-dependent society and it is not just
the difficulties of seeing things in the wider context which complicate the issue. It
is a question of the difficulties of confronting powerful interests (with the motor,
roads and related industries far more powerful than the tobacco industry) and of
confronting one's own privilege.40 In such ways have "experts" taken apparently
easy ways out at the expense of motorisation's victims.

C. Sabotage - cars and public transport
A conventional view, held even by those who would usually be wary of any
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competition with public services, runs as follows: bus use and other public
transport are inherently inferior to car use; therefore caruse should be encouraged;
public transport will remain as a second-rate alternative for those too incompetent
or unfortunate to drive.

It is a dangerous view. Car use cannot be universal, and there are good
arguments for a substantial reduction in car use. A public transport system has to

exist. The assumption that it should not be supported indicates an inability to
conceive of the needs of non-car-users and of the impossibility of reaching a state

of car saturation. But even those advocates of car use who would like public
transport to be well funded fail to confront the basic problem that mass car use
inevitably reduces the possibilities ofpublic transport provisi on.
Some countries which are heavily dependent on cars do have good-quality
public transport. The erosion of public transport in Britain in the 1960s and 1970s,
when nearly a third of the 17,000 miles of railway and two-fifths of the country's
4,200 stations were closed down,4' was a needless onslaught. Nevertheless, a decline in public transport provision is a basic consequence of mass car use, which
tends to sabotage public transport in three ways: through the allocation of funding,
competition for space and loss of ideological support.
(i) Funding

Public transport passengers, excepting those with fare concessions, pay. In 1988
passenger revenue earned by Britain's buses and trains was £2.58 and £2.19 billion
respectively.42 When people leave public transport to make their journeys by car
they reduce this source of revenue.
In addition, public transport requires subsidy by the taxpayer. In 1988 this was
£750 and £606 million for buses and trains respectively43
about one-fifth of
public transport's total income. It can therefore be argued that when a small number

of passengers stop using a bus, they take revenue away from the bus service; if
sufficient of them leave, provision can be reduced (by having fewer buses) and
taxpayer subsidy reduced as well. But the reduction of provision will then have
adverse effects on those who still want to use the service. It is therefore reasonable
to see the movement away from buses to cars as constituting a withdrawal of
finance, and to count this in the monetary costs of car use.
Those people dependent on public transport because they are poorer than car
users are more in need of subsidy than car users. Yet, as shown below, the level of
subsidy to cars is probably far higher than that to a form of transport which has far
fewer antisocial and anti-environment effects and should therçfore be in receipt of
far more support.
(ii) Space
Cars compete with buses for space, and car use is much more wasteful of land than
rail, bus or tram provision. It also competes directly by slowing down public
transport. One bus or coach carries, on average, the passengerequivalent of 22 cars,
taking up about a seventh of the space for the same amount of passenger use.45 Of
people going to work in central London by road, between 50 to 100 per cent more
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go by car than by bus - in some 130,000 cars as opposed to only 3,000 buses.
(iii) Ideology and political support
Ideology is the least-mentioned destructive effect of mass car use on the prospects
for public transport. When the most articulate and powerful passengers desert
buses and trains, important potential support for the provision of public transport
is lost. This is not limited to lobbying formore resources. If cars are seen as superior
or more desirable than public transport, the latter will always be at a disadvantage.
Though intangible, attitudes are important. There is a lack of imagination about

the kind of service that public transport could give were the motoring option
reduced, and were demand, fmance and space made available for buses and trams.
Location of stops near home; more regular, cleaner, personally more secure and
less expensive services; greater accessibility for disabled people - these are only
the beginning. Ultimately, forms of demand-led "public transport" approximating

to cars could be created.47 Innovative and committed thought is hardly given to
these possibilities, because of the car fixation. Many people think that they do
public transport a favour simply by using it. By contrast, people with disabilities
have claimed that, until they have access, we do not have a genuinely public
transport system because so many members of the public are excluded from it.
Indeed, one can extend this idea by stating that, unlike the relatively trivial
opposition offered by walking or cycling, mass car use has impeded the very
possibility of a proper public transport system.
D. Counting the cost of cars
Motorists continually complain that they have "paid for the roads" or at least paid

far more than other road

users.48

This kind of statement bolsters unwarranted

feelings of indignation and self-pity when the negative effects of mass car use are
pointed out. The amount of taxation concerned is in fact very small compared to
other taxes, and payment should not in itself constitute justification for anything:
car and other taxation is not, and never was, meant to give specific exclusive
entitlement to road space over non-car-users.

In fact, the costs of car and associated vehicle use are far greater than the
taxation paid by motorists. Motoring is subsidised out of the public purse. People
who walk or cycle instead of driving cost less than motorists, even after the contributions of motorists are counted. Cyclists and pedestrians in effect subsidise
motorists, not the other way round.
Some words of caution: counting the social costs of anything is a dubious

business. The categories used to assess costs and benefits, as well as the very
business of placing monetary values on environmental destruction and human
experiences such as the bereavement caused by accidents, are contentious. The
arbitrary nature of categories and the values attached to them, the problems of
effects on those less able to pay or on future generations, the inequities of adverse
effects on minorities, the difficulties of assessing the full effects of policies or their
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alternatives are referred to above.49 In particular, where waste and obsolescence
appear to be almost endemic features of the economic system, it appears that costs
can also appear as benefits. Indeed road crashes generate forms of economic
activity (such as in the important insurance sector), and can therefore appear on
both sides of the cost-benefit balance. As with accident statistics, the political
purpose of the presentation of statistics on congestion, road building, car taxation
etc by the road and car lobby is to argue for yet more money to be spent on roads
and motoring.
Nevertheless, a consideration ofcosts can be revealing. The costs most usually
referred to are congestion, accidents, and road building and maintenance. But this
is too limited. We can also consider costs of loss of revenue to public transport,
stress and health costs, policing, and a variety ofenvironmental and social effects.
One problem in assessing costs and contributions of different kinds of vehicle
is that cars are categorised along with light vans and taxis which may have more
valid reasons (business or semi-public transport) for being there. It is also difficult
with limited space to deal with relatively minor matters such as the contribution to
congestion of the different classes of two-wheeled motor vehicles relative to the
different amounts of vehicle taxation they pay. The biggest analytic problem
involves isolating the costs and contributions of lorries from those of cars. While
the cost of maintaining roads for goods vehicles (the track costs), particularly for
those of more than 3.5 tonnes, is some 30 percent of the official total of track costs,
there is some sense in linking it with the cost of cars. This is because much of the

need for road freight - such as the lack of cheap rail freight alternatives and the
use of car-oriented retail outlets - is one of the consequences of a car-dominated
transport system.
Assessing the full costs of private motor vehicle traffic in the three traditional
areas would lead to the following estimates.
Congestion
Congestion is difficult, if not impossible, to quantify. If it is assumed that I have
the right to drive at a speed I regard as desirable from a home anywhere in Britain
to work in central London, then any delay can be counted as a congestion cost. The
road lobby uses this kind of thinking to argue for even more subsidy to motoring
to recompense those who are the principal cause of congestion in the first place.
Some costs, however, such as loss oftime for carriage of goods and services, should
be considered.
The most thorough estimate is of costs of some £3 billion for the seven major
British conurbations for 1987-8.° Allowing forinflation and growth in traffic since

that time, this could now be more like £4 billion, with allowance for other
conurbations leading to a nationwide figure of £4.5 to £7 billion. A figure of £2
billion for additional accidents produced by congestion, and the cost of delay while
debris is removed from them, also needs to be considered. The Institution of Civil

Engineers gives a figure of £10 billion, including the £2 billion extra accidents
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figure.5' The CBI's report
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Delay affects emergency vehicles. Between 1975 and 1988 the average speed
of ambulances attending emergencies was reduced, largely by increasing congestion, from 25 to 12 mph.531 can fmd no estimate offinancial costs attached to this.
Accidents
The official estimate for costs of accidents is about £5 billion for 1987.

Costing

accidents is one of the most contentious areas, partly because of the issues
surrounding the costing of pain, suffering and bereavement, and partly because the
monetary benefits due to the alleged "saving of accidents" can fit all too neatly into

yet more plans for road building. Also, if one is moving away from the narrow
"accident reduction" objective of "road safety", financial savings are not the
objective to be concerned about.
However, a use of official criteria again indicates that even by its own standards

car use is heavily subsidised. If inflation is allowed for, with accident numbers
remaining more or less constant, the cost in 1990 should be about £5.5 to £6 billion.
If costing were to include long-term disability following road traffic accidents, this

figure would be likely to rise again to over £6 billion. If motorists are to be
considered responsible for all the accidents they are exclusively involved in, and
about half of the rest, it seems that 60 to 80 per cent of the cost should be attributed
to them, that is, £3.6 to £4.8 billion.
An alternative method of costing accidents involves comparing costs of road
and rail.56 By costing loss of production, policing, processing in the legal system,

insurance premiums, medical treatment and mental and physical pain (partly
included in the British estimates), it gives figures of some 2.5 per cent of GDP in
Belgium and West Germany for costs of road accidents, with costs of rail accidents
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some 300 times lower. Transferring these estimates to Britain making a rough
comparison of accidents per head of the population - we have a cost of some £12.5

- substantially higher than official estimates.
A study of motor vehicle crashes in the USA in 1988 gives an estimate of no
less than $334 billion in costs, which given the high level of cars in the traffic mix
can be largely attributed to cars. Translated to the British car population this would
amount to some £30 billion, to the British number of crashes approximately £35
billion. I will stay with the lower British and German estimates.
billion

Road building and maintenance
The total cost of capital and current costs of national and local roads is approximately £4 billion.58 It can be argued that some of this is "for" pedestrians and
cyclists. Yet much road surface maintenance, for example, does not meet the needs
of these groups, and one could add an additional cost for maintenance at a higher
level on to the cost of motoring, because motor vehicles are a principal cause of the

deterioration of road and footway surfaces. Also, the reason for provision of
facilities such as pedestrian crossings is arguably motor vehicle use. Yet here I will
take a more conservative stance and stay with the £4 billion figure, although plans
for road building issued in 1989 calling for an extra £6 billion to be spent would
be additional costs.59
Other costs

Loss of revenue to local public transport
1f it is agreed that good local public transport is necessary to a civilised society,
made available as a service alongside public health and education provision, then
the cost of mass car use competing with it should be included.60 A proportion of
these "lost fares" that would have been paid by motorists if some or all their car
journeys were made by public transport should arguably be counted as a cost of
motoring. At an average of 10,000 miles per carper annum, with a public transport
cost of approximately lOp per mile, the full cost would be some £1 000
reduced journeys and lower fares this would amount to some £600k700 . One
might subtract an amount to allow for the cost relative to cyclists and pedestrians,
who travel less miles than motorists and thus compete less effectively, of some
£l50i250. However, it could also be argued that these modes do not involve the
energy use and pollution of all motorised transport, and even that cycle use should
receive direct subsidy, so that there should be zero subtraction. Without allowing
for the passengers in cars, for these estimates (k.350-700 per car in 1989) this
produces a total of between £63 and £12.6 billion.

Mi

Policing

The cost ofpolicing and use of traffic wardens is aboutk33ømillion a year. 62A small

part of this may be attributed to non-motorised road users, but these more
vulnerable road users are apparently not receiving the protection they need in terms
of the curtailment of dangerous driving and pose less of a threat to others. If such
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an increase in enforcement whether by human or automatic means took place,
the costs would surely rise. Were the possibilities of being caught for serious road
traffic offences endangering other road users to rise from the 'tiny' to the 'very
small', the cost of policing - even allowing for the non-motorised road users'
contribution - would probably increase by at least £1 billion. This does not
include the very considerable use of police and court time in dealing with the theft
of vehicles and other crime relating to cars. 4s owners of very expensive consumer
goods left in public places, it seems reasonable to suggest that motorists should pay
back some of this cost.
Health

This is particularly difficult to assess, because research on the effects of air
pollution is only just beginning and is difficult to quantify. Problems of smokingrelated illnesses, for example, may be exacerbated by levels of certain kinds of air
pollutants: we just do not know to what extent this is true. Similarly, stress has been
estimated as costing some £5 billion in sickness absence. Other costs of stress such
as reduced work performance have not been quantified. It seems reasonable to
suggest that at least 20 per cent of stress is related to motoring (for motorists),

danger, delays and poor service on public transport related to a car-centred
transport policy, thus giving a cost of £1 billion.63
Specific environmental problems related to health have been costed as follows:
Air pollution
Quinet's survey for the OECD suggests that this costs on average 0.4 per cent of
GDP.M Teufel gives a figure of some £7 billion65: Apel estimates the cost in Berlin

close at approximately £150 million.Quinet's figure based on the cost of car use
in Britain would be £1.7 billion (at 1990 constant market GDP). Estimates are

therefore £1 .7V billion.
Noise
Estimates from these authors are as follows: Quinet67 0.1 per cent GDP or over £4
billion, Apel68 and Teufel69 both suggest costs twice as high as air pollution.
Given Quinet's overall cost, these estimates based on relative costs of noise

as compared to air pollution - are £4 billion £14 billion.
It has been suggested that the intangible costs of road building and car use loss of independence of children travelling by foot, community severance, pollution, vibration, noise, visual intrusion, and so onshould be included. 70This would
add significantly to the cost which we can say motoring incurs. While the costs of
global wanning are still unknown, there are estimates for car emissions, as well as
for some of the other intangible costs:
Cost of escorting children to school
This is based on costing the hours lost to parents taking children by car on journeys

which children of the same age made by foot or by bicycle some 20 years
previously. The cost is a staggering £1OQO billion.7' One might allow a reduction in this as parents might still wish to accompany children travelling by the
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benign modes, but a figure of £5

billion

might still be arrived at.

Taking up space

Whether in terms of taking up space on the public highway when parked, or of use
of internal building space (garages) which could be used for people to live in, this
is one of the great hidden costs. Apart from visual intrusion and loss of garden space
in residential parking, car parks replace vast amounts of potential commercial or
residential buildings. Calculated in terms of the costs of rental of space and rating
of domestic dwellings, I cannot come up with any estimate less than some £250 per
vehicle, or £4.5 billion.

Adding up the costs
Congestion:
Accidents:

£4 to £11 billion per annum
£3,6 to £12.5 billion

Roads (without the Roads
to Prosperity programme):
Policing (without general
car theft etc.):
Public Transport revenue loss:
Stress:
Air pollution:

£4 billion

Space:

£1 billion
£6.3 to £12.6 billion
£1 billion
£1.7 billion to £7 billion
£4 billion to £14 billion
£5 billion to £20 billion
£4.5 billion

Total Costs:

£ 35.1 to £87.6 billion

Noise:

Children's escort time loss:

It should be repeated that this does not include costs such as the loss of agricultural

land, greenhouse gas emissions, defence costs for protecting oil supplies, and
various adverse social effects. One of the biggest costs could be loss of working
hours and health care for people suffering bad health (from cancers and other
problems caused by pollution) which have not been costed here.
Amounts paid
The total of specific road user taxes paid by all private vehicle users is about £11.5
billion, which is below the lower estimate of conventional costs alone. 72 Adding on
VAT (cyclists also pay VAT on bicycles) can bring this figure to just below £17
billion. This figure is below the upper estimate of conventional costs, and below
the mid-range of the wider costs which still exclude the costs of intangibles. It
also excludes taxation costs of freight carnage by road which would otherwise be
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passed on to consumers. The amounts paid by motorists, even including the VAT,
come to aboutfl2 to £1 3 billion, onlyjust above the lower estimate for the limited
conventional costs.
In addition, one can argue that were motorists to drive less or otherwise spend
less money on driving, they could spend the saved money on alternatives which are
also taxed, principally through VAT. This makes the amount spent by motorists on
tax appear even less impressive, and their deficit even greater.

the payment back of what they see as
This means that if hypothecation
excess taxation demandedby the roads lobby occurred, motorists would, in fact,
have to pay additional money back to the Exchequer to come up to the level of cost
that pedestrians and cyclists now incur. The amount to be paid would be between
£21 billion and £75 billion, or approximately £1 200 and £4,200 per car.
This may seem a large sum, and it certainly amounts to a quite staggering cost,
but it fits in with otherestimates from abroad. While Gennanyhas a more extensive

motorway network (and much more investment in the rail alternative), it has
similarpopulation and road network densities andproportion ofdistances travelled

by rail, bus and

car.73

Its population is some 10 per cent larger, and accident

numbers tend to be higher. Bearing this in mind, Teufel's calculations74 of costs of
110 billion DM (with state revenues of 30 billion DM), and considering the time
at which these figures were given and the ensuing fluctuation of exchange rates,
these figures amount to costs equivalent to £35L50 billion per annum.75
In fact the deficit costs per car as worked out for Germany by Teufel, the USA
by Renner76 (whose estimate for total car deficit is less than the total cost of auto
crashes quoted above for the USA), and the California Department of Transporta-

are in the region of $2,000$2,500 per annum. These costs do not include
some of the social costs I have estimated.
All this depends on assumptions about the way an economy should operate. It
tion77

might be argued that the car industry, which has received taxpayers' support
through the years, should be subsidised anyway. One can suggest that smashing
bridges by using heavy lorries is one way of stimulating the economy by requiring
the building of new bridges. It would give one more reason for the road builders

and the lorry operators to unite in the British Road Federation. It gives an
appropriate illustration to Keynes' remarks about an economy functioning with
men being paid to dig holes in the road and fill them up again. But one could equally
argue that shifting resources to the alternatives of public transport construction and

operation - or indeed other sectors of the economy - would provide the same
employment and fulfil the needs of the economy.
None of this means that, if motorists were to pay back what is in effect a subsidy
to bring them into line with cyclists and pedestrians, they should not pay a tax as
well.

This could be a tax on pollution to pay for the effect of greenhouse gas

emissions. Of course, people living inparts of the world most immediately affected
by drought or flooding, and, where congestion is a factor, those most immediately
affected by ambulance delays, would be more likely to put a higher cost on such
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disbenefits than those who cause them.
Meanwhile the pervasive myth of motorists "paying for the road" persists. For
a recent Minister of Transport: "There is nothing subsidised about motoring in
Britain today.'18 Yet his own department, in a brochure about the Transport and
Road Research Laboratoiy, gives a figure of costs of traffic, which, despite being
a severe underestimate, is higher than specific road taxes paid by private vehicle
users.79Then there is the additional subsidy of tax relief for company cars. 80Beyond

this, payers of taxes, community charge and business rates fork out enormous
additional amounts of subsidy for the purchase of parking places and mileage
allowances for local and central government staff. Since allowances are calculated

on the basis of fixed costs which would be paid by the car owner anyway, this
constitutes one of the more expensive institutionalised perks in contemporary
British society.8'
The myth of motorists "paying their way" is dangerous in road safety terms as
it supports unjustified feelings of being discriminated against with respect to nonmotorists. It is therefore particularly wrong for figures in the road safety lobby,
such as Murray Mackay of PACTS, to support the myth. Relative to other road
users such as cyclists and pedestrians, motorists most certainly do not pay their
way.

E. Cars and congestion
The summer of 1988 saw the beginning of a rash of media reports and discussion
on the problem of traffic congestion in Britain's cities, particularly London. One
somewhat cynical comment was that the rush of concern was stimulated by editors
caught in traffic jams on London's orbital M25 motorway, or else perturbed at the
limitations on commuting into central London by car. 83 Of course there are problems with congestion: there have been traffic jams since pre-war days. However,
most of the people suffering in the commuting crawl into central London are not
in private cars only 16 per cent travel by carM_although the problem frequently
appears to be defmed in tenns of inconvenience to the private motorist.
Congestion problems don't just affect motorists. Increased congestion implies
delayed public transport users, additional costs to the public in goods and services,
additional pollution, possible additional danger, disturbance of residential streets
by people taking short-cuts, and so on. These are problems which affect far more
than the minority of people going to work by car. Meanwhile motorists take up a
massive amount of room compared to the other modes of transport, particularly
buses,85 and in this sense bear prime responsibility for congestion.
There is another more compelling reason to see motorists' problems as at best
marginal, and to see motorists as the cause of the problem, rather than just another
group suffering from congestion. It is that there are no solutions to congestion
which can pander to the desire of commuters to drive to work. Any attempts to do

so, namely those centred around road building and provision of extra parking
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space, not oniy have severe disadvantages; they just do not work in solving the
problem as it is officially defined.

So what's the problem?86
As with "road safety", defining how congestion is a problem, and hence its causes
and solutions, depends on your interest or viewpoint. Some might suggest that a

cause of congestion is the persistent refusal of motorists to share car use (the
average occupancy rate is 1 .2-1 .5 people per car87). Car sharing has been applied
as a solution to traffic problems in parts of the USA, although the advantages of

access to faster priority lanes reserved for high-vehicle occupancy is of limited
relevance in Britain. Its main relevance is probably to have produced an amusing
indication of motorist unwillingness to behave responsibly: the system is said to
have been abused through the use of inflatable dummies passing as occupants. It
has limited benefits, and ifpassengers are prepared to abolish privacy, full-blown
public transport seems more rational.
On the other hand, it is sometimes argued that the tendency of people to want
to cross the road is a cause of congestion. A Los Angeles planning report states:
"The pedestrian remains the single largest obstacle to free traffic movement."88 As
with "road safety", people are a problem to be got out of the way, and buildings are
also something of a difficulty. Of course it is still possible to squeeze some more

but at what cost? In 1963 Buchanan calculated that if 9,000
cars into cities
residents, 50,000 staff and 115,000 shoppers in London's Tottenham Court Road
all used cars, six ten-lane motorways would be needed. 89Engineering and technological changes (for example, in junction design and computerised signalling
systems) have increased capacity to allow more vehicles to be squeezed less
painfully than such a prediction would have allowed, and in that sense a quart has
been put into a pint pot. A gallon will be more of a problem.
Anyway, whatever the cause or the precise solution, it has generally been
accepted that there was a "congestion problem" which we all opposed, and
whatever the limitations might have been, more roads were built to do at least
something about it. What happened?

The road building experience
In areas where there is suppressed demand for car transport, however, new roads
generate new traffic rather than relieving congestion. The prospect of new road
building, road widening or similar "improvements" simply shifting the jam further
on down the road has long been pointed out by objectors to such schemes. It has
been very much in evidence on London's M25. The academic attempt to wrestle
with the prospect of new roads generating new traffic, and trying to build this into
forecasting techniques, is relatively recent,9° although it was shown in the early
1980s that the building of the Westway had generated traffic.9'
The best-known work on the subject is that of Mogridge, which centres on the
relationship between overall traffic speeds and the speed of public transport. 92The
key to speeding up traffic is not the provision of more road space for cars, which
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fills up with more cars and duces support for public transport. It is to take space
away from cars toprovide more space forbuses which can attractpeople away from
cars and move people faster. Just as natuit abhors a vacuum, available road space
is taken up by those modes which appear most attractive.
This idea is a product of the same kind of common sense thinking as the risk
compensation hypothesis. It assumes that human beings tend to adapt to changed

circumstances. Like risk compensation it is ignored if it offends the dominant
ideology surrounding the private car.
Motorists have always been able to blame problems associated with motoring
as inevitable, trivial, or caused by something other than motoring. It is a different
stol)' with congestion. When we look at attempts to solve congestion problems
however, even looking at them from the view of traditional criteria which may be
wrongly biased towards car use, the indicators point away from cars. Unless they
involve a programme of reducing car use and supporting alternatives to it, any of
those attempts are simply incompatible with the existence of what we now
recognise as our cities.
But what is the problem?

Even in terms of achieving an aim of fast-flowing vehicular traffic (which would
not be achieved by road building and would require a shift away from car use as
a necessary pre-condition), problems of land use and pollution might increase:
Higher average traffic speed appears to spread the city, creating lower density
land use, a greater need for cars, longer travel distances and reduced use of
other less polluting or pollution-free modes. The benefits gained in terms ofless
polluting traffic streams appear to be overwhelmed by the sheer amount of
extra travel and the resulting bulk of emissions.'

If the aim of a transport system is to enable as many motorists to drive into a
city centre as possible, then building more roads would be (to some extent) the
appropriate transport policy. West London's Westway motorway cost an enormous amount of money, severed a community, brought massive visual intrusion,

noise and other pollution and accelerated a trend towards declining public
transport, but it did allow more motorists to share in the experience of commuting
in their cars, even if congestion at the end of the Westway and elsewhere in London
remained the same. For some motorists this is the desired objective. Consequently,
increasing parking space and road space for cars (both of which generate more
traffic as well as being extremely expensive) may be seen as the way forward. To

increase the number of motorists sharing in the congestion experience at the
expense of others and the environment would only be a further extension of what
has been happening since the onset of mass motorisation anyway.
What is required is a fuller understanding of what transport and environmental
rights citizens should have. I could argue that if my 'right' to commute in my car

from one end of England to another is not easily available (because there are
insufficient door-to-door motorways allowing me to drive at 200 mph easily), that
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I have been "delayed" by "restrictions" which could "cause congestion" if I persist
in excercising this 'right' with other motorists. After all, the figures used to calculate the cost of congestion and assess its size are criticised even by establishment
transport planners for their arbitraiy nature.94 I would go further and repeat the

criticism made elsewhere in this book that the calculations are not so much
arbitrary as arbitrary within an ideologically constructed framework designed to
support an inequitable status quo. Defming transport needs in ternis of the re-

quirement for a sustainable economy, minimal environmental impact, public
health, easy access and safety for those outside cars, would give us a different
agenda.
With that agenda adhered to, and with the non-car user not discriminated
against, we would have a reduction of car use which would lead to a decline in the

kind of problems now associated with congestion. But defining congestion as a
problem in the way it is now, even with the realisation of the need not to build new
roads as a solution, does not take the discussion far enough.

F. Other problems
(i) Other environmental damage
The environmental damage caused by mass car use is huge. The word "environment" is too bland to describe the surroundings intruded on, eroded and destroyed
by modem motonsed societies. The damage extends beyond the noise, noxious
pollutants and greenhouse gases produced by vehicles, and the massive amount of
energy consumed.
Vast amounts of non-renewable resources are consumed in the manufacture of
up to 4,000 acres of
cars. Enormous tracts of land are taken up by road building
rural land, including valued parts of the countryside, each year in Britain, with
another 35,000 due to disappear if the new roads programme is fulfilled. 95Car-parks,

quarries dug for road-building materials, and the disposal of spoil from construction take more land.
Inner cities and town centres are weakened or tom apart by the urban sprawl
created by road building. A look at photographs taken before the impact of mass
car use reveals the full extent of the intrusion.
Many of the changes that matter are difficult to separate out from each other,
or too subtle to notice as they encroach gradually over a period of time. They are
harder still to assess and cost for a number-crunching cost-benefit analysis. But
they are real enough.

(ii) Alienation and inequality
The car promises an essentially private control over public space. Most of the
problems in dealing with the adverse consequences of car use stem from this; when
people feel that the use of the car is essentially their personal business, it is difficult

to approach it in the way required, as something with profoundly public effects.
The ownership and use of cars also generate a kind of individualistic separation of
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members of society from each other.
A look at an urban bus queue usually reveals society's less powerful citizens;
they are likely to be poor, elderly or women and children. Since the prospect of
everybody, or even all adults, being car owners is a myth, the idea of a car-borne
democracy is also a myth. As the society becomes more attuned to car use, those
with cars benefit more. Households lower down the income scale fmd it difficult
to have a car; and within one-car families, those who already have power (usually
the man) will have first call on the car.

(iii) Talking about it?
These disbenefits multiply. As people use cars, they become dependent on them.
Dramatic changes in society are generated over the span of no more than a few
decades, assuming a natural or permanent appearance. The change may be the
transformation of childhood, with the loss of independence of movement. It may
be the desertion of streets that become more threatening to the remaining pedestrians. Whatever the change, its very appearance as natural impedes the search for,
or creation of, alternatives. We cannot talk about life in modem societies properly
unless we fully recognise the impact of cars. None of this points necessarily to the
abandonment of car use; but it should be considered as problematic and open to
discussion in the same way that other features of modern society, many of them
more permanent, are.

Do you sincerely want people to drive cars?
if the average non-car-owner is asked if they would want a car, or even the
householder with one car whether they would want another, most would answer
yes. If you describe the consequences of such wishes coming true and ask people
if they would enjoy living in the world that resulted from it, you would get a
different answer. Cars are fine for you if you belong to a restricted population
allowed to use them.
Consider again the forecasts in the White Paper Roads for Prosperity, around
which the contemporary transport debate centms.Before growth stops, we are

told, there will be another 27.5 million motor vehicles in Britain. If all motor
vehicular traffic increased at the upper limit, this would swell to an additional 32
million vehicles. Adams' calculation of the space required merely to park these
extra vehicles arrives at either a new 257-lane motorway from London to Edinburgh with stationary vehicles parked on it, or an area the size of Berkshire. if
parking space is required at destinations, as well as at home, this area needs to be
doubled. Any approach to such future forecasted levels would require a massive
increase in the miles of road for these cars to move in between their parking places.
With just a fraction of the forecast numbers, the amount of road space in Britain

would have to be increased well beyond the present programme just to keep
congestion at present levels. Solving the problem by reducing on-street parking
rather than building more roads would exacerbate the parking problem. Coping
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with increased traffic at junctions would mean junction "improvements" involving

grade separation and enlargement - a world of Hanger Lane-type gyratory
systems. The cost would vastly outstrip the £20 billion in the current programme.
A less pessimistic outlook by a mainstream transport planner still presents us with
an unpleasant and expensive vision of a future, should the forecast be realised.97
Amenities for people without access to cars, who would still number in the
millions, would become even less available than at present. Public transport would
decline further, and there would be less safety for those using the vulnerable modes
of transport. Pollution problems would also worsen.

The Los Angeles example
Its history is
Los Angeles is probably the most car-oriented city in the
instructive for anyone wishing to pursue the path of motorisation further.
The Los Angeles region has more miles offreeway- and motorway- type roads
than the whole of Britain. An initial view, before the contemporary congestion
problem, would suggest all the supposed advantages of car use: cars moving
quickly along roads specially built for them. Yet this conceals the central difference
between access and mobility. Los Angeles has a population density half as high as

London's, and this figure diminishes to one-tenth in the outer parts of its urban
sprawl. Thus the extra speed is required to travel the additional distance - which
has been created in the first place by building a city around the car. If access is
considered, rather than mobility, the city's inhabitants are not necessarily any
better off; few journeys are short enough to be comfortably walked or cycled, and
local amenities are not favoured. Bus transport is unattractive or non-existent.
Longer journeys mean increased energy use and pollution. The notorious Los
Angeles smog remains despite the introduction of catalytic converters.
Even the speed of the freeways cannot be relied on. The phenomenon of
"suburban gridlock" has been generated, and traffic engineers have given up the
possibility of a totally congestion-free system, despite the $61 billion roadbuilding programme announced in 1988. Methods of restricting access on freeways

are now being tried, diverting cars back on to the roads they were supposed to
relieve. Add on massive social polarisation between separated rich and poor, and
you have a vision of the car-dominated future that is already here.
This may be just the beginning. Los Angeles has more cars now than the whole

of China, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Indonesia combined. Third World
countries are in some cases developing their own car industries; virtually all are
increasing their car ownership rates per head of population far faster than the West

is. There are now some 400 million cars in the world. Allowing for population
growth, a world with British levels of car ownership would have perhaps six times
as many cars. The depletion of natural resources required to build these vehicles

and the roads for them, the amounts of energy needed to fuel them and the
emissions from them (whatever technological fixes were introduced) would dwarf
today's problems.
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But perhaps, as with all the problems of mass car use, the real problem will
always start from the inability to properly place the issue on the agenda. After the
1992 Los Angeles riots the suburban middle class were shocked to learn the real

feelings of inhabitants of the same city, visible through a controlled gate of
contemporary media, but not from actual human contact. The culture of fear is a
vicious circle started as soon as mass car use begins, with the first flight from
community and the simultaneous private colonisation of public space. The privatisation of space in Los Angeles is carefully described in the American Social
Science Association's Best Book Award Winner of 1990, City of Quartz)°°It was
justly praised for its detailed sociological, historical and geographical account,
with one exception. There is no reference to the role of the car in the geography or
culture of the most car-centred city in the world: neither "car" nor "automobile"
make it to the index.

The non-democratic car
While the effects of greenhouse gas emissions have come into the debate only
recently, many of these issues were publicly discussed more than 20 years ago.
Mishan indicated how:
There can be no socially acceptable solution to the traffic problem that aims to
accommodate the private automobile.'0'

A few years later fluch pointed out the non-democratic nature of car use, and
its inappropriateness for answering transport problems in the Third World. '°2The
1974 report by the Independent Commission on Transport stressed the difference
between accessibility and mobility.'03 The impossibility of universal car use and

the scale of environmental devastation involved in trying to achieve it were
described by the then Guardian motoring correspondent in 1972.104
Despite these warnings, motorisation has increased. This chapter has raised the
question for each motorist: if motoring cannot be universal, and yet there is vast
demand for it, what makes you so special?

Essentially this question of asking motorists to justify the basis for their
privilege, and particularly its restricted nature, is an extension of the questions
concerned with safety. It is simply asking people with vast potentially (or actually)
destructive power to account for themselves.
That motorists have been able to get away from this responsibility is an
indication of the scale of the problem. This is partly because of the weakness of
motorisation's victims. They are the same groups discussed with regard specifically to safety issues, and on a global scale they include potential victims of the
effects of global warming (such as coastal flooding or famine) who are predominantly the poorer members of Third World countries.
But on top of this the ideology surrounding car use allows motorists to continue
to escape their responsibilities. Examining this requires a look at how motorists see
themselves.
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15.
The view from the driving seat
motorist attitudes

-

IF YOUR VILLAGE has been cut in two by fast cars, what can you do? The people
of Theydon

Bois, near Epping Forest, bought their own Home Office approved
radar speed gun, but couldn't convert their recordings of up to 54mph over the
speed limit into private prosecutions. Part ofthe pro blem facing communities like
these is that motorists now believe the road to be theirs. As Winston Churchill
correctly predicted, they have assumed "nwral ownership" of roads which once

performed a social function in small communities, rather than providing a
relentless source of danger.

+++

This book has set out to revive the pre-war idea, which has never entirely
disappeared, that the problem of traffic accidents is a problem of (motor) traffic.
The principal responsibility for danger must therefore be seen to lie with those who
make the roads dangerous in the first place - motorists. But do not the motorists
have something to say for themselves? They do, and it reveals the nature of the
ideology supporting excessive use and abuse of cars. The words and phrases used
to legitimate their actions, the "techniques of neutralisation" employed, are more
than mere defences. Their use, on those rare occasions when motorists are asked
to account for themselves, prop up the structure of motorist hegemony.
Most important is the absence of serious talk about the use of cars in modern
society. Media discussion about transport issues is limited to the occasional nod in
favour of public transport, or muttering about how bad "it" or "the traffic" is. Safety
is hardly mentioned, and then only in the language of the road safety lobby, or in
terms of how specific groups of motorists might be dangerous. Any suggestion that
mass car use is implicated in the loss of public transport is virtually absent: contrast
this with discussion of the impact of private health or education on the public
sector.

The Marie Antoinette syndrome "Let them drive
cars"
There has been some discussion in the media implying that car use might not be

totally desirable. We are asked: "Could you live without your
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spondents of the question discover a strange world of inadequate public transport
and other difficulties for non-car users. Like Victorian visitors slumming it in the
netherworid, they find out how the other half lives, and it is not very nice. The
"other half' indeed. Or rather the one-third of households without cars, the onefifth of men and half of women without driving licences and the half of all journeys
that are not made by car.3 Many motorists are amazed to learn of the existence of
such people.
Ignorance is only part of the motorist self-centredness syndrome. The modem
car user enjoys, as did the naive princess, a position at the top of a hierarchy of
power and privilege. As in her case, this system (and those at the top of it who
benefit from their advantage) is largely responsible for those problems such as
inadequate public transport which face those at the bottom - in this case the noncar users.
In addition, motorists do not want, at least in urban areas, these others to become
car users. Their comfort as car users depends on their numbers being limited: they
do not really want the peasants to eat cake.
With accidents, the attitude is more one of the suffering victim, although this
approach also applies to any suggestion that motorist privileges should be restricted.
The justifications given are that:

"I pay a tax for the road."
Some 70 years ago, Churchill correctly anticipated what the effect of the Road
Fund tax would be:
It will be only a step from this
for them to claim in a few years

the moral ownership of the
roads their contributions have
created.4

Fhe "tax" never gave motor-

ists special legal rights on the
road, particularly with respect to

other road users. Now a car or
vehicle excise tax, it is no longer

"for the road" anyway. It does
not cover the costs of catering for
motorists: indeed the non-caruser

is effectively subsidising the
It is a relatively small
amount of money
even with
combined taxation on items such
as petrol compared to income
tax, VAT, or the council tax or
business rates. Yet people who
do not otherwise feel they can
motorist.5

Thw
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buy privilege, let alone with such non-existentjustification, will use this defence.

"I take a test."6
Motorists are not genuinely trained how to drive. They drive more or less
properly once for half an hour before systematically infringing the rules and
regulations they have learned about. They are allowed to drive afterpassing a "test"
which is set up to let the vast majority of those who want to drive do so. These
people then develop a sense ofpride as a consequence ofhaving gone through this
rite ofpassage and then they claim that doing so should give them special rights.
"I have to obey the Highway Code."

Motorists are supposed, like everyone else, to obey the Highway Code.
Rule
Unfortunately, they don't, and neither do they obey laws on speed and so
infractions occasionally lead to minor "punishments", with slightly harsher ones
for a minority of these occasions creating the illusion that rule-breaking is taken
seriously. But motorists do not really have to do what they are legally supposed to,
and never have done.
Other petty pseudo-restrictions apply:

"My car has to have an MOT."
This is not only inadequate,8 but the idea of risk compensation suggests that it
has no significant effect on motorist danger anyway, because motorists adapt to
more efficient braking systems and so on. There is no evidence to suggest its
introduction led to any reduction in accidents.
"I have to have third party insurance."
Third party insurance - originally opposed by the motoring organisations
is another supposed control which I would suggest decreases the need for care on
the part of motorists.
One further illustration typifies the cosmetic nature of restraints on motorists.
Motoring organisations originally opposed the registration of motor vehicles and
the use of number plates as an unwarranted infringement on their freedom, and for
a longer period the 30mph speed limit.9 Their current official history'° still proudly
describes the way in which AA "scouts" would warn motorists of speed "traps" set
by the police ahead of them a move which led to a senior Home Office official
of the time to describe them as "like an association of burglars employing scouts
to wam them which houses are and which are not watched by the police"."
In 1990 residents of a village just outside London took the extraordinary step

of purchasing a Home Office approved speed detecting machine as part of a
campaign to protect themselves from high speed through traffic. Attempts to have

traffic calming measures installed had failed because the road they live on is a
through route - too high up the "hierarchy of roads" which determines whether
such measures can be taken. The police refuse to allocate police officers because
the "accident rate does not justify it"2 - since it is reported that villagers are not
only scared to cross the road, but even to walk on the pavement, this is hardly
surprising. However, despite recording vehicles reaching 84mph in their 30mph
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speed limit area with their radar speed gun, the campaigners have been unable to
secure any private prosecutions. The police point out that the Data Protection Act
prevents them from giving names and addresses from the computer which holds the
registration numbers.
So while the motoring organisations noimally (but not always) present a more
respectable image, this presents no change in their detennination to protect their
members from genuine attempts to control the danger they present to others. The
legislation they proudly flaunted and fought against in the pre-war years was never
really going to restrict them anyway. It consisted largely of pseudo-restrictions, not
real restrictions, which were possibly worse than nothing because conceding to
them made the motorists appear responsible.

Vidim blaming
The above techniques of neutralisation are most often used when comparison is
made with the road users who do not share these pseudo-restraints - cyclists and

pedestrians. Such comparisons have a long history, going back to the first
complaints about motorist danger. They may be seen as an example of what
psychologists call projection as a defence mechanism;'3 or just an attempt to divert
attention away from the problem.
An early example is one of the first segregationists, H AlkerTripp. '4He claimed
that "when he (the cyclist) comes to harm, the fault is more often his own than
somebody else's". Yet his own figures only barely suggest this to beso, and all the
published British figures since indicate precisely the opposite. The most recent
work, by the AA Foundation for Road Safety Research, claims that of all road user
groups, cyclists were the least likely to be at fault where accidents had occurred (in
27 per cent of cases);'5 in a study in Oxford where a bicycle was involved in a crash
with a motor vehicle, the cyclist was the main person at fault in 25 per cent of cases,
and only 17 per cent where the cyclist was an adult. The only other post-war study

was carried out by the Metropolitan Police and gave the main blame to adult
cyclists in 31 per cent of cases.'6
One variant of this victim-blaming is to become concerned about cyclist!
pedestrian conflict. For Alker Tripp, this problem was:
by no means negligible: in some places the accidents of this kind have been
more than 5 per cent of the total accidents of all kinds.17
Yet in view of the fact that, at the time Tripp was writing about (the late 1930's),
more miles were travelled by bicycle than car'8 - this indicates a low proportion
of accidents. Nowadays the DTp gives the relative likelihood of a cyclist being in
a crash with a pedestrian resulting in the death of the pedestrian as being about five
times lower for each mile travelled than for car drivers.'9 Yet - another example
of the distortion these statistics can give
about 90 per cent of cyclist distance
travelled, as compared to about 50 per cent for motorists, is on the built-up area
roads where pedestrians are much more likely to be than on rural roads. So in terms
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of a real comparison where proximity of pedestrians is brought in to consideration,
the figure should be more like 10 times less. But the lack of threat posed by cyclists
may be even more marked than this. Common sense tells us that pedestrians pay
less heed to cyclists than cars - indeed this is one area where pedestrians actually
pose a threat themselves - thus pushing the differential, in terms of danger, even
higher. Also, responsibility for the fact that cyclists ride on pavements because they

fear for their safety may partly be placed on motorists for making the road
environment dangerous. And the reason for relative lack of vigilance on the part
of pedestrians towards cyclists is part of a culture where the dangerous are deferred
to and the less dangerous and more vulnerable are neglected.

Individualism and irresponsibility "Other people
are far worse"
Apart from the vulnerable road users, other motorists are blamed. As explained in
Chapter 1 , motorists tend to appraise the general standard of driving as bad while

refusing to describe themselves as bad, and rate themselves as above average.
Sometimes the ability of drivers with convictions for dangerous driving to blame
others for being "the cause of accidents" is unnerving.20
This is not simply the natural human inability to accept one's own failures, or
the projection of one's own incompetence on to others, or the tendency to blame
groups other than the ones we belong to (old drivers if we are young, men if we are
women, and so on). While all these features may be present, the crucial element

here is the failure to accept responsibility.
At the core of the motorists attitude is a special kind of individualism and
personal pride. What people do in their cars is seen as the personal business of the
motorist involved. This is the central characteristic of driving and its importance
in the understanding of the death and injuries inflicted on hundreds of people daily,

and other problems, just cannot be over-estimated. The root of all the problems
associated with car use is that people are encouraged to think of an essentially
public activity and the most potentially dangerous to others that the majority of
us will ever regularly engage in - as an essentially private one.
People use cars to express their individual psychologies. 21 The roles of family
man, "independent" woman, "dynamic" young man and soon, are played out in the
public arena. The idea of a car users behaviour as private and personal creates an
ahnost impenetrable ideological fog around discussion of transport safety and
related issues. We are not allowed to ask even basic questions about what motorists
regard as fundamental human rights. Breaking through that barrier, and initiating
a serious discussion on the kinds of car use that may be thought appropriate in a

civiised society, means looking at such questions.
Consider the irrational defences of motorists' privilege described above. They
are often made explicitly in comparison to other road users. Yet it is precisely in
comparison to other road users that they are revealed as irrational. Alker Tripp
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made his attack on cyclists arguing that the:
club member who takes a pride in his cycling, very seldom comes to grief; the
majority of cyclists, however, are not of that calibre, so very many of them
being young, venturesome and casual.

He also notes, specifically by way of comparison, that:
In the case of motor vehicles, registration and licensing were an initial and
fundamental measure for ensuring orderly and lawful use of the road. 22
But, according to Tripp' s own figures, responsibility for accidents cyclists had
involving motorists was that of the motorist in about half of all cases (and virtually
all studies since have placed legal responsibility on motorists in the same or higher
proportions, at least with adult cyclists). It is therefore dubious if their involvement
was only seldom: certainly their organisations and media were concerned about
their members being killed in incidents that were far from seldom.
What is being argued
along with a combination of victim blaming and
encouragement for club cyclists to congratulate themselves without looking too
hard at the origin of the danger - is simply a defence of motorists. It is based on
the idea that the minimal restrictions placed on motorists had actually worked. But
there is no indication that any of the measures taken in the Thirties did actually have
any definite effect on reducing danger. "Orderly and lawful use of the road" by
motorists in the full sense of following the Highway Code has never happened. The
idea of risk compensation suggests one of the reasons why this did not happen:
describing what he noticed from the driving seat in the first days of the 30 mph
speed limit, AlkerTripp remarked on another occasion that "he noticed that driving
was extraordinarily comfortable".23

Fatal road accident casualties 1927 to 1940
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This opinion comes from one of the most influential figures in transport
planning: the same views are aired regularly. A motorist writing to a cycling
campaign's magazine24 complains that some cyclists "appear to believe that the
Highway Code does not apply to them". What is intemsting about this comment is
not that - unless he is very unusual the correspondent very likely breaks the
rules of the Highway Code and the law himself, or indeed that in doing so he could

be implicated in much more damage to other human beings, or even "causes of
accidents". No, what is interesting is that he can get away with accusing others of
his own faults so easily. This is not an example of human frailty, but something
specific to the ideology surrounding car use.

Giving a name to it - the concept of car
supremacism
Previous chapters have described how mass car use has brought with it a variety
ofproblems for society as a whole, in particular for the non-car user. The severity
ofthese problems is increased because the use and abuse of cars is not met by any
significant moderating or countervailing force. Such a force is absent because of
the division between the groups suffering at the hands of motorists: pedestrians,
cyclists and public transport users. These groups are further weakened by being
among low status, low power groups in a contemporary society - elderly people,

people with disabilities, children and people on low incomes. The ideology
surrounding car use further strengthens car hegemony and prevents any rational
discussion of transport needs and related issues. One part of this ideology is the

contemporary ideology of "road safety", with all its victim blaming and
mystifications. We need a way of talking about car use that restores, to what is
assumed to be a personal and private pursuit, its genuinely public nature.
This mightbe achieved, I suggest, by arguing that there is a kind of sup remacism

which car use tends to involve. All car use has negative effects: the moment any
motorist gets in a car there is removal of support for public transport, increased
danger for others, use of scarce resources, and so on. Exactly where the power of
the car user becomes excessive or intolerable is a matter of debate: the fact that all
car use has negative effects does not mean that anything like all car use should be
and sometimes almost
stopped. (Indeed, a typical example of unthinking
hystericalprejudice is the immediate assumption, once the inherent dangers are

referred to, that the only possible remedy is a ban of ail motor vehicles in all
circumstances.) But it is necessary to realise that there are inevitable adverse
consequences, particularly if left unchecked, and with the additional problems of
imbalance of power and ideological distortion this is even more true.
The word "supremacism" is deliberately borrowed from its use in attempts to

understand discrimination and oppression by race and sex. This might seem
somewhat extreme. Admittedly, the problems of danger from car use should really
be seen as Health and Safety problems, and we are dealing with problems that are
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- in some ways - more limited and less brutal than those of racism and sexism.
Nevertheless, the concept is needed if we are to escape from the idea that road
danger is due to individual deviants.
It is also needed because we all approach issues with a set of prejudices and
ideological distortions which need to be positively identified and dealt with, rather
than just left to good intentions which may, or may not, exist. In fact, it can be
argued that it is much more necessary to see car use as something which requires
checking, than attitudes on gender or race: the very fact that even particularly
careful motorists can kill through a moment's negligence makes this in some ways
more ola necessity than the examination ofpower and ideology surrounding other
social issues. It is quite possible to think of human beings as naturally benign and
co-operative; but when they are in positions of power which have a high level of
inherent danger to others, control is required.
The concept of car supremacism implies a need for social policies that borrow
from Equal Opportunities (or even positive discrimination) ideas and practices in
the approach to transport and other policies involving car use. But surely there are
cases where car use actually is superior: where, unlike preference to people of one
race over another, one can argue that car use is superior to walking or public
transport ? The analogy with other forms of discrimination may break down here
but it also breaks down in the opposing direction. There may indeed be (limited)
benefits from using cars for those who use them (with disadvantages from car use
for others). But in terms of their availability and accessibility, and their relative
absence of adverse effects, one can argue that the benign modes of transport are
in many ways superior to car use. Besides, any car use at all already involves a
degree of discrimination against non-car users: thinking of allowing it to occur
without genuine controls amplifies this. The fact that it is desirable makes it more,
not less, of a problem.
There are other reasons for the supremacism/equal opportunities analogy
applying more fruitfully to the transport situation than to other divisions in society.
The existence of organised groups of women and people of ethnic minorities etc
is more apparent than that of the victims of car hegemony who are more likely to
suffer from the divide-and-rule policy of the transport and road safety establishments. What is more, divisions between men and women, for example, are rather
more long-established than the problems generated over the last few decades by
mass car use. And it is not as easy for men to rape women inadvertently as it is for

motorists to injure and kill through a little avoidable and criminal negligence.
Consider the following examples of the supremacist ideology. I am constantly
told by motorists that they do not want accidents. (With this particular technique
of neutralisation the emphasis is clearly on "want", frequently with a tone of pained
or bewildered indignation.) But the reality in terms of law and rule infractions, of

inadequate training in the first place, of the inevitable "mistake" or "error of
judgement" even in terms of what the motorist happens to feel is correct, is hardly
one where people behave as if they were doing all they could to avoid accidents.
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1f motorists were in a situation where they knew there was a real chance of being
caught for rule infraction (even with existing penalties), or of suffering financial
hardship through paying for the consequences of such rule infraction in the event
of crashes, or of suffering far more physical harm in a crash; if motorists were in

a position where their own loved ones were walking or cycling round the next
comer (and could not be "got out of the way"); if large fmancial incentives for rule
obeying, and genuinely painful financial or custodial punishments for nile breaking existed; if all this were so, or just some of it, motorist danger would still exist,
but would be considerably less than it is now. Motorists may not want accidents,

but with some 10,000 crashes occurring every day, we can say that they - all of
them - tend to not want them to an inadequate degree.
The point is that the level at which danger is acceptable should not be left to
motorists to decide, which is effectively the case now, both on a general and
individual level. Motorists simply do not have the incentive to behave properly, or
the disincentive not to. Any motorist can be asked about the times when they have
been too tired (to take just one example) to drive within the kind of criteria
described above: they may say that in normal circumstances they would not drive
when it is dangerous to do so, butnevertheless, they have done so, and will continue
to do so again until a deterrent exists.

The prospect of backlash
All this means that any genuine move away from excessive danger, environmental
nuisance and antisocial behaviour will be met by a backlash. Because motorists see
theirprivilege as, first and foremost, one which cannotbe put in question to even
be talked about as a problem let alone have any move taken to even moderate

or reduce it, the reaction is often hostile. There is an interesting similarity here
between racist or other supremacist defences, and the defences of car supremacism.

Anybody can examine these defences by engaging in a useful piece of do-ityourself sociology by questioning motorists about their behaviour, basing their
approach on the assumption that they know the motorist is dangerously antisocial.

Responses will vary. Some motorists are quite happy to accept, or even
celebrate, the danger they pose to others. Another approach is the somewhat more
tolerant view that others should get out of their way for their own good and in the
interests of "road safety". At the less obviously vicious end of the spectrum we get
a shrug of the shoulders indicating that they cannot see themselves as a problem,
or a more wounded and shocked denial with a response reminiscent of the denials
of prejudice wherever prejudice exists: "I am not anti-pedestrian", the motorist
equivalent of "some of my best friends... ". Pushing the criticism further will, as
with all criticisms, run the risk of the wounded innocence taming into straightforward nastiness. This can happen through the use of the car supremacist "joke".To
take one from London's Time Out magazine:
cyclists need not know the Highway Code. You score extra points belting them
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with your wing mirror - bonus if you run over their skid Iids.
This is not just sick humour but a particularly vile celebration of the danger that
even the most careful motorist possesses. Such jokes are, in fact, a particularly
inadmissible form of behaviour. In a climate where racistjokes or jokes about rape
are unacceptable, and where there is a generally agreed upon need to be aware of
potentially antisocial behaviour, such "jokes" should be less acceptable. After all,
the easiness for endangering others, and the consequent requirement for positive
commitment to avoid doing so, is higher for the individuals concerned.

Plainly discrimination against people by gender or ethnic origin permeates
more aspects of their lives, and a case can be made for some car use in society: but
we are not just inventing another "ism" for intellectuals or the so-called "chattering

classes". "Car supremacism" describes a great deal of suffering and inequality

which in some ways is more important than other issues covered by equal
opportunities and similar ideas. And which is a lot less likely to be talked about.

Conclusion
Conversations with motorists and analysis of coverage of transport in the media,

tell us more than innumerable academic analyses. There is simply no point
specifying solutions to transport problems if we are prevented from discussing
them properly. Unfortunately that happens - even to the exclusion of defming
what the problems are in the first place because of the refusal of motorists to
consider that they may not in fact have a basic right to drive. Until we have sorted
out what their obligations are, and how they have been avoided, there is no prospect

of a "level playing field" for participants to debate the future.
We need to think of society as pervaded by a "car supremacist" set of power
relations and ideology because of:
the very attractiveness of the motoring option, particularly when motorisation has made alternatives unattractive.

the institutional weakness of those groups suffering from the adverse
effects of motorisation.
the tendency for motor danger or other adverse consequences of motorisation to be pushed sideways after supposedly being controlled: popping
up elsewhere after it has simply been pushed temporarily underground.

the ease with which negative behaviours, particularly with regard to
danger, can occur, and need therefore to be approached with a positive
commitment to deal with the issue.
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16.
"Road safety" or danger reduction?
IN OCTOBER 1990 the President of the Institute of Road Safety Officers and

President of the Medical Commission on Accident Prevention, Prince Michael of
Kent, caused a minor controversy by presenting the annual "road safety" awards
named after him afew months after receiving the fourth in his tally of convictions
for speeding and careless driving. While there are different sections of the road
safety industry, with some genuinely opposed to such apparent hypocrisy, his
behaviour is in many ways not qualitatively different from their own.

+++

The case of the problem Prince
Trying to deal with the most obvious examples of motor danger tends to obscure
less visible problems which may be more important; and there is the likelihood of
motorists compensating for any control of danger in one area by maintaining or
increasing it elsewhere. For these reasons the process of pinning down what needs
to be done about what JS Dean called the "motor slaughter" involves carefully

stripping away a layer of "road safety" mystification, often to reveal another
beneath it. Consider three aspects of this particular episode:
(i) Speed

The awards in question are sponsored by the Institute of the Motor Industry, which
at the time had a number of its car manufacturer members under censure from the
Advertising Standards Authority for promoting the ability of their cars to be driven

at illegal and dangerously high speeds. But the ASA itself is criticised for only
having a voluntary code of practice which is referred to after advertisements have
appeared. And what difference does advertising make anyway? The availability of
such vehicles in the hands of those attracted to the possibility of high speeds in them
is surely more important than debate about advertising: yet while the demand for
speed governors has been made by some for over 50 years, it is hardly raised as an

issue by the road safety industry, and then either on a voluntary basis or for
motorway speeds only. Instead we have discussion of limited speed reduction in
some residential areas.
The official view is that most (80 per cent) urban roads are eligible, although
only a tiny minority are likely to be treated by techniques which, in any case, are
of questionable use in reducing speeds.' The average cost of these engineering
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treatments is £40,000 perkilometre and if work began on all those roads considered
eligible, there would have to be allowances for some £4.8 billion, and 57 years in
order to complete the project.2 But this does not refer at all to the problems of speed
on rural roads where those outside cars are particularly at risk.

This may all be dependent on increasing road building, and might spread
speeding vehicles to other parts of the network where they will still be dangerous.

Even where speeds are reduced, with a necessary and desirable reduction in
destructive potential, motorists who do not receive additional controls may
compensate by relaxing more at the slower speeds. And if elderly or child
pedestrians take advantage of slower speeds on their roads to make more journeys,
even if there are fewer casualties perjourney made by them, it is possible that there

could be more casualties overall. Traffic engineers would be unable to gain
financial support from the DTp on safety grounds because of "an increase in
accidents", or otherwise would oppose introducing such schemes themselves.
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(ii) Training

One of the two main "Prince Michael Road Safety Awards" presented was to a
woman who had successfully campaigned for the legal age at which a motorist can
accompany a learner driver to be raised to 21 . There is none of the following:
Evidence that this has any effect on casualty levels or danger on the road,

yet this move has been greeted with approval by"road safety" pundits
such as motoring correspondents, generating yet more complacency
among them.

Consideration, typically in the context of law- and rule-breaking as
typical, as to how this measure is to be enforced.

Assessment of the importance of altering ages and the prevalence of
accidents among learners, which constitute a minuscule proportion of all
crashes.
Consideration of how such a move might divert attention away from the
question of restricting accompanying journeys to trained instructors.
Question of the need for genuinely learning how to drive, and of the fact
that "the test" is eitheruseless as a means of control of danger, ornot much
better than useless.

But the layers of misunderstanding do not end there. For even real training
leaves motorists with massive dangerous potential, and may even stimulate worse
behaviour from those who have acquired "undue proficiency". Indeed, one reason
given for the royal tendency to acquire speeding convictions is their special driving
instruction on how to drive away from terrorist attacks fast.3 Teaching people
to be nicer than they wish to be is a somewhat futile activity, largely introduced to
have voluntary measures as opposed to necessary controls. The main advantage of
any real training and testing would be to reduce the numbers of people entitled to
drive. This would be offset by increased pride and would be opposed by motorists'
organisations as soon as significant reduction in motorist members appeared as a
prospect.
(iii) Cycle helmets

The other main award went to a campaigner for bicycle crash helmet wear, with
Prince Michael making a particularly strong appeal for parents to buy their cycling
schoolchildren helmets.4Of course, against a motorist driving at well over the legal
speed limit (the reason for one of Prince Michael's convictions), helmets make as
much sense for cyclist protection as chocolate fireguards do against fire.

The question of hypocrisy
Is the rest of the road safety lobby much less hypocritical? The DTp manages a
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system which has always been car and lorry oriented to an even greater extent than

its continental counterparts. Local authority road safety officers support an
educational system based on obscuring the relative lack of danger of cyclists and

pedestrians as compared to motorised road users. In so doing, this urges the
vulnerable to accept and defer to unnecessary danger. Vehicle engineers, supported
by doctors and other sections of the road safety lobby, have pursued a safety level
for motorists which is consumed as a performance benefit, generating even more
motor danger.
"Road safety" has colluded with or generated what is nothing less than a system
of institutionalised violence.5This may occur directly through a move such as seat
belt legislation. It may be through the activities of personnel moving between the
motoring lobbies and road safety, such as the former head of Road Safety Division
at the DTp becoming a senior RAC official (another senior official has been Prince
Michael). It may be through more general cultural shifts whereby certain groups
the oppressed acquire "problem" status, while others
the dangerous lose it. A great deal of the way in which the solutions become part of the problem
is diffuse, and intangible. It may be unintentional on the part of some "road safety"
practitioners, but if we are to regard certain standards of behaviour on the part of

motorists as unacceptable, why should they be any less so from those who set
themselves up to speak for safety?
Looked at in terms of the role of the road safety lobby, perhaps the really
important point is that the antics of those such as Prince Michael are not really
hypocritical at all. After all, there is a sense in which he can claim to be acting for
safety by demanding that other road users simply try and get out of his way. My
argument against this is justified not by the gut reaction that his ideas are unjust,
inequitable and victim-blaming, but that ultimately if there is to be a reasonable
chance for human beings to get about in safety, danger has to be controlled at
source. This will back up the initial gut reaction, but it is important to be clear about
the rationale for it. It also means that we get a clear idea of the power structure which
underlies the discussion about safety on the road. This has profound consequences

for the possibility of debate: it is questionable whether it is worth the effort to
discuss the issue with such people as if they were on the same side as those of us
genuinely committed to reducing motor danger. Considerhow we should approach
just the last of the above issues.

The wrong end of the stick with helmets...
We could argue that:
1. More lives are lost from head injuries by car occupants who could more easily

wear helmets, and of a tougher design as well. But why should gross numbers be
important? After all, gross numbers of deaths on the road have been reduced ("lives
have been saved") as a relatively safe environment has been transformed into a sort
of motorised dodgem circuit with a smaller proportion of journeys being made by
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the vulnerable. Besides, looking at things from the viewpoint of the greatest
number will always tend to benefit the majority, which (albeit narrowly, in terms
of journeys) is nowadays those road users who have created a dangerous environment in the first place.
2. In terms of the chances of being hurt or killed, the car occupant helmet would
seem about as feasible. But this may still repeat a central error of placing the onus

on those who are least capable of bearing it. Moreover
repeated too often

and this cannot be

those who are most vulnerable are in the main those who are

not only always dependent
on what motorists aie allowed
to get away with, they are not

the source of the danger.
3. The evidence, with bicycle or motorcycle helmets
or other measures, suggests

that the supposed aim of
safety measures ("saving
lives") is not being achieved

anyway. But that has never
stopped such measures from
being advocated, even when
there was more definite data

"

than there is in this case, and
even when lives were taken
as much as saved by them.

ILTIIIqT
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4. Any measure (even
without an element of discomfort) is inequitable unless car passengers do it as well.
But then the status quo is basically inequitable anyway.

So, using the arguments of the road safety industry may be tempting; it is
certainly useful to expose its contradictions. But ultimately these arguments are
either irrelevant to what actually happens, or can be used to further the oppression
of the victims of motorisation.
...and some other ssues
Meanwhile, the road safety lobby continues to get hold of the wrong end of the stick
not just once, but twice over. The debate on helmets does not just point the finger
at the victims and potential solution to a problem instead of the problem, it is also

derived from a way of thinking which got it wrong when motorists had been
considered for helmet wear. For through the fog of mystification one image shines

through. It is the modem rally driver: highly trained, well belted and of course
helmeted in the cause of what we have come to know as "safety".
And the mechanisms whereby motorists adapt to attempts to control them (by
accident migration, risk compensation, increased pride, smoke screening or
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whatever) are gradually being recognised by the road safety industry which then
draws exactly the wrong conclusions. Consider the case of the former Greater
London Council Chief Engineer (Traffic) and leading figure in the road safety

industry in Britain, Ken Huddart. In 1984 he was critical of evidence for the
phenomenon of accident migration arguing that "it could reduce road safety
workers' confidence in their work".6 In 1986 he pressed the National Secretary of
the Cyclists' Touring Club to refrain from voicing its worries about the effects of
the seat belt law.7
By 1990 however, he was arguing that accident migration did happen in the
case of motorway chevrons. (These are painted along the carriageway every 40
metres and signs urge drivers to keep two chevrons between them and the vehicle
in front). According to Huddart8 the effect of getting motorists to change to this
behaviour (which, according to the Highway Code, they should be doing anyway)
would reduce accidents as headways lengthened on the motorways - but road
capacity would be reduced, resulting in motorists choosing alternative roads which
happen to have higher accident records, thus increasing overall accidents.
In his calculations there is no mention of what would happen if motorists were
dissuaded from long distance travel by having to pay the full costs of motoring, or
having to take proper driver training, or being subject to real law enforcement. The

possibilities of such travel being made unnecessary by location of jobs and
amenities locally, or by long distance travel occurring by the far safer means of rail,
do not figure.
When it comes to the figuring of cost benefit analysis, we are confronted with
its discriminatory basis by Murray Mackay. Discussing the costs of casualties, he
claims that motorcyclists are subsidised by other road users because:
motorcycling does not bear the full burden of the risks and attendant casualties
which come from having motorcycling in the traffic mix.'
These costs do not include the harm caused to others by motorcyclists, or the

harm which would have been caused if the motorcyclists had been driving cars.
Furthermore, it does not allow for the fact that most of the crashes leading to
motorcycle injury where other vehicles are involved are the fault of others: one
might think that they shoud pay the costs incurred. Such reasoning is grotesque and
pernicious. It is doubly wrong because it holds that not only are the vulnerable more
of a problem ("cost"), but the dangerous - who I think are a problem
are not.

What can we do with the road safety industry?
Can we campaign successfully for the road safety lobby to mend its ways? Could

we argue for cost-benefit analyses, for example, to fully charge their costs to
motorists? I am dubious about such an attempt. Even if we could calculate the full
range of costs, including the costs of resource wars involving oil-greedy countries
and the effects of global warming on inhabitants of Third World coastal plains, the

information would not be used properly. The use of cost-benefit analyses is
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ultimately detennined by over-riding political considerations, where at present car

hegemony decides. Besides, minorities like rural pedestrians and cyclists will
always tend to lose out even if this bias is overturned.
When it comes to road safety advice and regulation, even those who realise its
smoke screening function sometimes argue that "the baby should not be thrown out
with the bathwater".'° But the fact that there is an element of truth in an argument
(in this case it is recommending bicycle crash helmets, but it can apply elsewhere)
is precisely what makes it so dangerous. The problem is that the disadvantages of
advocating helmet use (such as the passing over of other measures, as well as the

identification of cyclists as a problem)
which we are bound to see, may outweigh any genuine benefits.

more intangible - but very definite

The precise mechanisms differ, but the ways in which the central issue is
avoided are so many and varied, their surrounding ideological fog so dense, and the
weakness and diversity of the groups suffering from car hegemony so pronounced,
that only a radical break from the "road safety" paradigm will do.
There is simply no point in arguing about alternative ways to "save lives" when

the concept is so weak, when it may be achieved by creating more dangerous
conditions for the vulnerable and when evidence about the effect of ways of
achieving this is not properly available. This supposed aim of saving lives is not
genuinely believed in anyway it is one of the reasons why measures are endorsed
for which there is no real evidence of "accident reduction" in the first place. Most
of all, when what we want is danger reduction and not "accident reduction", or
perhaps even "accident rate reduction", we require a fundamental break from the
"road safety" tradition.

The alternative - danger redudion
The aim of attempting to reduce road danger is to reduce it at source, by restricting
the capacity of those with a tendency to hurt others in collisions. Initiatives should
only be encouraged if they do not increase the spread of danger to vulnerable road
users. Although it appears to inevitably endanger those outside cars, safety for car
occupants can be supported so long as such measures protect the vulnerable as well.
Safety for carpassengers should involve genuine controls on the motorised, instead
of measures such as increasing vehicle crashworthiness. If the risk of being hurt is
reduced, it must be replaced by the risk which should exist properly in the first

place - of legal punishment and ultimately far greater social disapproval for
behaviour which poses a threat to others.
Insofar as technologies may be available to reduce the capacity of the dangerous to hurt others they need to be used: the point about such technologies though

is that in a car supremacist society they will not be used for that purpose.
Technologies do not develop and exist independently of power and ideology.
Assessment of safety should be made in terms of the experience of the road user.
In the first instance this means using an appropriate denominator to produce a rate
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based on the experience of the road user concerned; qualitative assessment of the
perceived danger should also be included. If pedestrians provided with superior
crossing facilities have a reduced casualty rate per crossing or journey, that can
count as an improvement even if overall casualties increase. It may even count as
an improvement if the quality of life is assessed as superior even if the rate does not
decrease
decision making should move more into the hands of those most
immediately affected, rather than professionals'.

A criminological example
Contemporary work on personal security and crime pointa out the negative effect
of fear of crime as well as crime itself. Actually measuring the size of a problem,
even given the difficulties of non-reporting, is made difficult by being unable to
assess the relative importance of different occurrences. While professionals should
be on hand to inform local residents of what appears to be the real crime level, the
fear itself has to be understood and respected.
As with "road safety", it appears that removing potential hazards does affect
people's behaviour. Design initiatives such as superior street lighting may encourage people to move around more and thus be more exposed, but their chances of
being assaulted perjourney do not necessarily increase, and besides they report that
their quality of life has improved)'

The prospect of the road safety establishment dealing with such issues is
intriguing. As we have seen before, safety might be increased for those endangering
others (bullet-proof vests for gun licence holders?) or a decrease in the numbers of

elderly women being assaulted because their fear inhibits them from moving
outdoors might be welcomed. Our record would be hailed as being superior, and
women would no doubt be recommended to wear chastity belts as a way of
preventing rape.
Of course, this last analogy may seem misplaced: women are not responsible
for rape, which requires a high degree of intention on the part of the offender. Yet,
while high levels of individual punishment such as long-term prison are not called
for, a lower level of intent should not be an excuse. Indeed, precisely because it is
easy to endanger others lives on the road, there is more of a need to control motorists

than members of the male sex. The potential for harm, after all, is much more
readily exercised. As for the question of victim responsibility, admittedly the
analogy fails. But insofar as accident avoiding behaviour by cyclists is to be
encouraged, the use of "safety aids" is the opposite of what is needed. And, above
all, those advocating helmet use are generally responsible for the danger created,
eitherby their own motoring, by their collusion with the car supremacist status quo,
by exacerbation of the danger through the use of seat belts etc, or, as in the case of
the speeding Prince, by being more directly responsible for danger.
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Research and pseudo-research
Meanwhile the task of studying safety according to the criteria of danger reduction
and the experience of road users, particularly the vulnerable, has hardly begun. We

could, for example, study the effects of "local safety schemes" allowing for
regression-to-mean and accident migration phenomena, along with consideration

of macro-social factors. Traditional research, even when performed properly,
suffers from the usual fault of this kind of positivism in the social sciences of not
being sensitive to changes occurring within the wider society, which affect the
object of study. What we know about society-wide risk compensation is just
forgotten about in virtually all of what passes for road safety research. Looking at
risk compensation with regard to specific measures, we also need to rememberthat,
even with data of good quality which do not yet have, the results of studies will
suffer from being on particularly small populations, and that we have to go back
to what we know from previous episodes which are better documented, such as seat
belts. We should also take a fresh look at road safety interventions not just in terms
of what has happened, but also by reference to what would have happened had there

been far more users of the benign modes - as would have been the case with a
better transport policy - in the area studied.
But apart from throwing virtually all official work into question, we have to
consider how research has a destructively confusing effect. Research can do this:

By re-circulating knowledge which is either known about already,
obvious or plain irrelevant, in a way which delays consideration of real
issues. This may serve the purpose of bodies funding research, such as
government departments or insurance companies who want to appear to
be supporting "road safety".

already confused
issue. In a road environment where motorist behaviour is characterisedby
persistent breaking of the Highway Code, the AA Foundation for Road
Safety Research chose to examine the extent of the breaking of the code
- by cyclists. In fairness, the study did suggest that only 2.0 per cent of
those failing to comply with the Code actually put themselves at risk by

By presenting findings in a way which confuses

an

doing so, but the message that the advice in the Highway Code for cyclists

may be wrong is not necessarily the one that reaches public consciousness. Proper research is limited by looking at parts of the car-dominated
whole, constituting a divide-and-rule approach where the object isolated
for study becomes seen as the problem - especially in a climate where
the status quo is so unquestioned.
By"research" being largely a backing up process for policy recommen-

dations which have already been decided on. In the most important
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"research" on cycle safety in recent years,'2 "cyclist conspicuity" is assessed as contributory in many cases where motorist responsibility could
well be described as the contributory factor, and then only regarded as
relevant in a fifth of accident cases. While more recent research has
suggested that road design at notoriously hazardous situations such as
roundabouts is implicated in motorists not noticing cyclists,'3 this idea is
not mentioned. Yet "cyclist conspicuity" is still in the report's recommendations, as it would have been whatever the results would have been.
The majority of accidents with adult cyclists and vehicles are ascribed as
being the legal responsibility of motorists in a clear majority of cases, yet
the recommendations are for training of cyclists and mere "publicity" for
motorists.

By the hiding or misreporting of "wrong" answers which result from
genuine research or academic work. Here I refer to the covering up of
results which do not support the received ideology, as happened with the
Isles Report. Organisations that fund research generally have set ideas
about what they want to prove and will not be interested in publishing

results that set their cause back. Furthennore, fmancial restrictions on
obtaining statistics from the DTp also make life harder for bona fide
researchers operating outside the ideology of the road safety industry.
Subtle misrepresentation is just as important. In July 1990, a conference
on health aspects of cycling featured a number of medical experts.
Despite the fact that helmets were given only a small amount of attention,
and described as being of minimal importance, the apparently descriptive
report of the conference in the British Medical Journal devoted a significant proportion of its report to helmet endorsement.(An accompanying piece on "safe cycling for schoolchildren" contained four items, three
of which described unquestioning support for helmets.) An objection
about such misrepresentation from one of the conference speakers went
unpublished.'4 The "research" on helmet compulsion in Victoria simply
refuses to consider risk compensation to explain its results.
The mythology of road safety is hard to dislodge, particularly when it forms part
of a powerful ideology which assumes so much which is wrong to be natural. Yet

it should be persistently questioned by, among other things, criticism of the
isolation and defmition of problems, methodology, and presentation.
Meanwhile, a dissertation by a Road Safety Officer on cycle helmets (which
does not properly consider the actual experience of helmet wear) wins the 1991
Fina award, with the Fina fleet (company car) manager on hand to see it presented
by the RSO's President, Prince Michael of Kent.
campaign to shift
responsibility for "being seen" yet further away from motorists onto children,
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when they would be in an excellent position to deal with motor danger at
ifthey really wanted to see a civilised approach to safety, receives a Prince Michael

Road Safety Award - part of a scheme initiated by the Institute of the Motor
BP Oils recent campaign to "get
Industry (President, Prince Michael of
them young" is called "Living with Traffic" . Of course, no oil company would
seriously be interested in reducing traffic danger at source, nor would it be
interested in reducing oil consumption to reduce the biggest global problem of all:
a point worth remembering for those interested in advertising bans. However, we
should not have to accept their message, whether it comes from them or from those
with less oily hands.

Accusing the road safety lobby
All of us try to avoid accidents as far as is humanly possible.
Television advertisement for Audi cars, November 1990.

This statement is untrue, or more accurately, is meaningless, since it is the essence

of being human that we do not always do our best to avoid accidents. The road
safety lobby, by denying this essential truth, has facilitated car advertisers' and
others' ability to collude with or encourage the risk-taking of the dangerous at the
expense of safety on the road. Simultaneously, the non-violent behaviour of the
vulnerable has been subject to criticism and regulation.
Locating problems away from the source of road danger involves a kind of
"divide and rule" mechanism whereby relatively trivial differences of interest
between different user groups are exploited to mask the over-riding domination
and dangerofmass caruse. Lectures from any road safety "experts" who are drivers
will involve some hypocrisy, even if their law breaking is less obvious than that of
speeding Princes. Whether from royalty or not, they all embody a kind of feudal
ideology whereby the best the vulnerable can expect is the benevolence of their
supposedly natural betters. This feudal ideology places the same responsibilities
on the dangerous and non-dangerous: Prince Michael criticises drivers deliberately
trying to push cyclists off the road, but says that cyclists who in some unspecified
cases might delay motorists overtaking them are equally to blame)8
The road safety lobby is suffused by a relentless "feel good" mentality: the
potentially dangerous and their supporters in the road safety establishment congratulate themselves on alleged progress, while their potential victims comfort
themselves with whatever attempts they can make to avoid danger. But we need to
get real progress, not feel good. Until there is a genuine commitment to see the
capacity to hurt others as the central problem, there can be no decent way to work
with the road safety industry. Safety has been turned on its head into "road safety".
It needs to be put back on its feet.
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17.
Conclusion
getting about ¡n a
civilised society
THIS BOOK presents a view of safety and other transport questions which argue
an alternative to the dominant way of thinking. It does this by returning to the
original idea of danger on the road as being essentially a problem which is created
by mass car use, and that we have to go back to that idea to come up with any kind
of decent or civilised approach. Similarly, more general transport questions have
to be looked at from the starting point of the problems created by mass car use.
A neatly arranged recipe of solutions is not presented, although suggestions for
future action are aired. There are good reasons for this. I argue that the simple
numerical criteria, used by the road safety establishment for assessing success, are
either inadequate or downright wrong. There are ways in which we can get an idea
of whether things are improving, but the kind of numbers used at present play only
a part in assessment. The real problems come when we look at the overall context
of the transport system. This must involve basic background assumptions about the
rights of different road users which inevitably decide the limits of what is possible.
If these parameters change, so does the whole nature of the debate. Numerical
criteria such as targets for emission reduction and minimum standards for bus

provision, upper limits for car mileage etc can be used
but these are quite
different to the traditional kinds of target.
Indeed, the transport debate is apparently changing. Since 1989 the official
willingness to attempt to pander to the demand for ever increasing car use has so it seems
been transformed by awareness of congestion and pollution
problems. Under the banner of the "new realism" transport academics and policy
makers are united on a new consensus where the car will be given less rein. But as
I suggest in this book, there are some fundamental questions which have not been
answered.
We hear an injunction from a Government Minister to use cars less,2 when the
Government is aware that alternatives are not properly available and when they
continue to actively encourage car use. But this kind of hypocrisy extends further
to all approaches which do not deal with the adverse consequences of mass car use.
The idea of car use as a more or less basic human right is a part of the untheorised

and unquestioned ideological baggage of mass car use. It will be more than
dishonest to call for a shift away from the private car while this pervasive ideology
goes unopposed.
There are two basic reasons for not simply adding one more "shopping list" of
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suggestions.
The first reason is that there is no point advancing solutions until we know what
the problem is. I do not accept establishment defmitions of safety or congestion

problems, and see the question of the right to transport in acoess terms which
oppose the car mobility criteria of contemporary debate. As a broad general aim,
I would argue that we should see the problem, apart from wider environmental
problems, as one of discrimination against non-car users whether it be in terms
of inadequate local public transport, danger, or amenities inaccessible to non-car
transport. In one sense that discrimination will exist with any significant amount
of car use: nonetheless, it is possible to consider quite high levels of car use as
tolerable and acceptable if the general idea of anti-discrimination is remembered.
which adversely
There are problems - from alienation to global warming
affect all of us: indeed, many of these can be solved by an approach which is an
extension of a kind of enlightened self-interest. Nevertheless, their effects are not
equally distributed and their solutions are not easily soluble on an individual level.
What is more, as with all cases where some people oppress others, appeals for all

of us to simply work together, irrespective of who is actually implicated in the
cause of the problem, are likely to fail.
The second reason refers to a question which hangs over any discussion of
policy and is particularly a factor where safety is concered. Time and again it is
raised: "Is something better than nothing?" J S Dean' s words from 40 years ago
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stand just as true now as they did then:
In trying to end the motor slaughter we are perpetually chasing a factor we
never catch. It is a problem we cannot solve because X changes with every
attempt at a solution.3

Unless there is a genuine commitment to the idea of danger reduction, the
nature of risk-taking is such that if it is pushed out of the window it tends to return
through the back door. The same point applies to transport policy elsewhere, where

a more general motorist "factor X" impedes a genuine move away from the
excesses of mass car use. This may involve cars moving into space freshly vacated
by some others, or the problem of backlash. It is likely to be particularly acute in
this area of campaigning because the attachment to cars has been so great, and the
movement on behalf of motorisation's victims so lacking in unity, political power,
and an articulated set of beliefs opposing the ideologies surrounding car domination.
These two related points need to dominate all consideration of policy.

Democracy, equal opportunities, and decisions
I really do question whether we can go on catering for the understandable but
somewhat selfish interest in mobility whilst society as a whole continues to pick
up the cost... We must get back to thinking about the needs and objectives of
users and society.4

If we are complaining about a state of affairs which we should have known was
bound to happen, then both as a rhetorical question and as a start to serious inquiry
we have to ask: How did we get to this state of affairs? The questions asked about
our society need to be basic and come up with equally basic answers.
Similarly, the statement about "needs and objectives" begs a whole range of
fundamental questions. Whose needs take precedence, and at whose expense are
they to be fulfilled? If the needs are economic, what kinds of growth and what levels
of sustainability are involved, and in what sectors ? "Needs" are generated by the
very technologies and infrastructures which are supposed to meet the needs in the
first place with the experience of expensive new roads filling up with the traffic
they generate being the most obvious example. But the real issue is whether people
who have decided that they "need", for example, to commute from the Midlands
to London by car, should be allowed to inflict the adverse consequences in terms
of safety, pollution, etc on everybody else. What happens to the people who suffer,
particularly in terms of safety, but in all the other ways as well, and who are always
likely to be particularly powerless to resist this damage?
Easy...

To some extent the resolution of car generated problems can be easy and
acceptable. There is evidence that a reversal of increased car use and restrictions
on its danger would be supported by large proportions, or even majorities, of the
population. Surveys indicate:
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High levels of acceptance for methods of traffic reduction, including
reduction in road space available for cars and fixed charges to travel in
central London, and willingness to shift from cars to public transport if
services were improved.5
About a third of car users would use cars less if public transport were
better, with one in six not fmding it difficult to adjust their life style
without their cars even with no change in the provision of alternative
modes. A third think the driving test is ineffective, and the vast majority

support more controls like wheel clamps, random breath tests and
cameras at traffic lights - with nearly half supporting prison sentences
for drivers over the legal limit for drinking and driving.6

There is majority support for additional regulation and/or better law
enforcement.7

There is also a long history of grass roots campaigns for pedestrian crossing
installation which seems to have extended to interest in some kinds of traffic
calming.
A look across the Channel reveals that governments can rely on the support of
the people for pedestrianising large areas of cities, introducing traffic calming and

reducing the road space available for motorists in cities like Nuremberg and
Freiburg, and in smaller towns throughout Northern Europe. 8 Vienna, Florence and

Milan have had effective traffic restraint systems and cars banned from city
centres. The Dutch are beginning to demand that new developments above a certain

size must have public transport facilities in order to avoid additional traffic
generation. Some of these measures fail to tackle long-term trends in car ownership

and use, but others claim to try. In Bordeaux, France's fourth biggest city, the
administration is described as having "declared war on the car".9 A variety of
measures are to be employed to restrict car use and access to city streets, with
priority on

many to be turned over to pedestrians and cyclists. The city representative

responsible for implementing the plan states:
The idea that one can adapt a town to suit the car is absurd and the equivalent
of killing off a city.

The Dutch former Transport Minister talks of how her previous commitment
to road building was misguided - "like all dreams, the illusion proved finite"
and of the need to reduce the distance travelled by motor vehicles. 10The chairman
and chief executive of Volvo has argued for a "more or less total ban on cars" in
Swedish inner cities, with cars replaced by public transport - "and we can start
now"." Policies in Europe involve encouraging bicycle use at levels not seen in this
country outside cities like Oxford and York. Pedestrians can cross city streets in
safety in Zurich. Parents can allow their children to play outside in residential roads
in the Dutch town of Delft, and cyclists enjoy a high level of respect from motorists
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in much of rural France.
A European Commission green paper calls for" a significant shift in the balance
of modes of transport". The EC Commissioner comments:
We consider independent transport a personal freedom. In the meantime we
are committing suicide. We are crazy rats.12
. . . not so easy...

Although no less desirable, the shift away from excessive motorist hegemony
appears to become more difficult in other cases.
An example constantly raised is that of women and personal security. Cars
in the short-term provide women with a greater degree ofpersonal security than
public transport does. Yet the increase in car use means that public transport
becomes more neglected in tenns ofprovision ofguards and security systems, and
more dangerous for non-car using women. Similarly, the numbers of people
walking about decrease as more women use cars, contributing to an increasingly
hostile environment.
Indeed, this extends to the future for those women who drive: a look at at the
massive car parks in the United States, even where security systems are provided,
hardly presents a veiy safe environment. And entering suburban homes means
walking in deserted streets at the mercy of assailants hidden, of course, behind cars.
Apart from the consequences for others, the prospects for a life entirely sheltered
by personal capsules are either of limited attractiveness or impossible.
There is no prospect of all women over the age of 16 driving their own cars; as
the number of those who do moves up over the half way mark, those who are left
behind will become even less secure. It is these people, let us remember, who are
more likely to be particularly vulnerable: the elderly or disabled, or the poor, along
with under-17-year-olds.

Similarly, the trend away from allowing children to walk unaccompanied to
school, and the use of cars to take them there, places an extra burden on parents and
guardians (who are particularly likely to be women). Meanwhile, it creates a more

dangerous environment for those children who do walk or cycle to school and
reduces the prospect of public transport provision.'3
Along with congestion reduction achieved by shifting away from car use to
public transport, these examples show how the individualist selfishness of car use
inhibits collective approaches which could solve at least some of the problems only
partially "solved" by car users at the expense of others.

This leads to an absolutely fundamental principle. Solving the problems of
mass car use is ultimately something which has to be done collèctively. As the ideas
put forward by the notion of the Tragedy of the Commons'4 and The Prisoner's
Dilemma'5 suggest, if decisions are only made in tenns of individual self-interest,

we end up with a situation which is bad for humanity, including those self same

individuals. Alternatively, thinking of long-tenn solutions collectively gives
genuine possibilities of individual, as well as social and environmental, interest
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being served. This does not mean avoiding individual responsibility - indeed
confronting individuals directly is important - but it does mean insisting on
policies and beliefs being changed at a society-wide level.
...and difficult

But much of the move towards civilised policies involves some things which
motorists aijust not prepared to countenance. Very often precisely because such
simple, rational and convenient solutions are still opposed by motorists, we have
to come to a simple conclusion: a large proportion ofmotorists oftenpeople who
are otherwise opposed to dangerous behaviour and seffishness just do not want
to fuffil their transport responsibilities and behave in a civilised way.
Consider the feasible alternative to our car-dominated roads. With few private
cars (or even none at all) it would be possible to have uncongested roads and a high
level of demand for public transport systems. These could be tram, bus, semipublic systems like taxis etc, and many of the desirable features of car use could

be replicated by using modem technology to summon additional vehicles on
demand, place stops near to home and create privacy in separate vehicles or mini-

carriages. Walking and cycling could be less hazardous, necessary goods and
services could be moved more easily; there would be less noise and other
pollutions, and, therefore, less cost. The alternative of moving further down the
path of car dependence will exacerbate existing problems and is intolerable at best.
At worst, it is just plain impossible.
What we are talking about is a situation where sell-interest can be served, but
only by a collective self-interest which supersedes and actively opposes the
individual seffishness of the motorist. If a few motorists decide to commute to
central London, the adverse effects on them and the rest of the community need not

be great. When the numbers increase, everybody suffers. In the reversal of this
trend, not only do certain groups greatly benefit, but the so does the community as
a whole.
We are therefore confronted with an important and inevitable conclusion.
Motorists simply cannot be allowed to use or abuse the power they have at present.
They must be denied access to the kind of power they now have in the first place.
Motoring is too important to be left to motorists, who currently, whether in tenns

safety or otherwise, do not have adequate incentive to behave decently, or
disincentive not to.
of

While rational discussion is required, the persistent refusal to behave in a
civiised fashion, including the use of a hidden agenda to prevent such discussion,
demands a radical alternative to the status quo. This means appealing to the fact that

the needs of minorities tend to be forgotten in the name of democracy. In fact
genuine democracy requires positive action on theirbehaif wherever discrimination
is built in to the system. Besides, on a global level, the need of the majority requires
an urgent reduction in CO2 emissions. Pessimists may argue that humanity is
inherently bound for global ecological disaster, but the existence of a significant
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proportion of people, albeit a minority, who have no desire to be "crazy rats"
removes the justification for that cynicism. The precondition for serious debate is
acceptance of guilt and humility on the part of those supporting the car supremacist
status quo.

The fact that it will be difficult to achieve is no argument against

demanding it.
What we are left with, then, is a contradictory situation. There is a widespread
desire for change, particularly among the groups which suffer particularly badly
from car supremacism. On the other hand, we have a great deal of wilful selfishness
made worse by a refusal to even consider the issues, or to have them presented
properly, in the first place. Consider two issues:
1. Pricing and equity

The idea of motorists paying their way has been aired in the debate over Electronic

Road Pricing (ERP). There is some public support for this, even from some
motorists, as it accords with the "polluter pays" principle, and could lead to
resources being allocated to public transport. But it is stifi based on inadequate
definitions of congestion as a problem, has a number of practical problems
associated with it, '6and falters at the notion of "equity": that is to say that the system

of control seems to discriminate unfairly against poorer motorists.
This just indicates the poverty of the debate. The following points need to be
made about the real issues of equity. There is:

Discrimination against the impoverished of the world who will suffer
appallingly as a consequence of global wanning to which car dependence
makes such an important contribution.

Discrimination against benign mode users who suffer danger (if they
walk or cycle) and inadequate bus services, and against local residents,
who could all benefit by the restriction of traffic, and who might get
additional revenue for public transport, and other support for alternative
modes, by having additional costs paid back by motorists.
A situation where motorists are subsidised already,'7 quite apart from the
additional subsidy to company cars. Taxation on non-subsidised alcohol

at a high level has been happening for years without complaint about
"equity".
The need to state that we do not want car use to be universal and that
therefore the principle that poorer people should not miss out is simply
absurd. Even if we did accept universal ownership, opposing proper
taxation would only make any sense if there was no differential in
spending power at all in society: unless that situation obtains some people
will always be able to spend more money than others.

But try arguing that we should no more sponsor motoring than expensive
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clothes or luxury goods. Working through the idea that motoring is already
subsidised is bad enough: the problem is that it is simply not accepted that cars
should not be owned as a basic right (although the idea that other people should not
drive is).
2. Rural Areas

The rights of the cyclist, pedestrian and bus user have been most threatened in rural
settings. This continues to be an area of virtually no debate.'8 The loss of genuine
local community through long-distance commuting, and severance by busy roads

should not be underestimated. Furthermore, if we are to provide any kind of
example to the largely rural Third World in order to discourage motorisation and

curtail greenhouse gas emission, we must restrain our own patterns of high
mileage.
There is a great deal to be gained by tackling car supremacism: quiet country
lanes and local communities with local amenities easily reached by local buses,
cycling or walking in safety.'9 Even where higher costs and other controls on cars
push car addicts away, lower house prices would create the possible conditions for
local people to remain if they wish.
Despite the scale of the problem and the desirability of the alternative, this is
one area that is virtually off the agenda. When it does occasionally get discussed,
motorists demand uncontrolled privilege again: apparently their own needs as
motorists are special.
Where car use is concerned we must not forget that we cannot have our cake
and eat it. We cannot expect to see non-globally destructive patterns of development taken up in the developing world if we disregard them ourselves, If we in the
industrialised countries restrict car use only in the urban setting, leaving motorists
a free rein elsewhere, then the largely rural non-industrialised nations may view
this as a precedent for a massive (if nevertheless non-urban) motorisation pro-

gramme. Yet the principal environmentalist organisation's response to traffic
problems in 1992 is one which accepts an increase in rural traffic.2°
"Sail before steam"
A general attitude which would characterise road use in a civilised society would
be the adoption of the "sail before steam" dictum. This is only a rough guide, and

apparently no longer strictly applies in nautical law or routine practice. But it
encapsulates the notion that the onus of responsibility should be placed on those
who are both more dangerous and less vulnerable. It would place the burden of
responsibility, whether legally, or in engineering or education, on those at the top
of the hierarchy, demanding their accountability for the destructive effects of their
activities on those below them and society and the environment as a whole. It would

mean considering walking, cycling and public transport before car use in any
transport policy. There are difficulties, Where, for example, do vulnerable but
potentially dangerous motorcyclists fit in? But the principle should be clear.
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Part of the legal expression of this approach involves the making of collisions

involving cyclists and pedestrians an offence of strict liability, as described
above.2' Indeed this is the expression ofmore a civilised basis to safety on the road.
It is vital to destroy the myth that we alljust have roles to play and simply need

to get on with doing so. This profoundly corrupting myth stands at the heart of
contemporary ideology. It is essentially just like arguing for the kind of relationships that exist in a feudal society: everybody is allowed to break rules to some
extent, but some are allowed to do so far more dangerously than others, with the
less violent also being the ones who are most at risk from the violence of others.
This central ilationship has notbeen changedbeneficially to any significant extent
by road safety interventions.

Some proposals
The central argument is that progress can only be properly made
adverse consequences of the transport status quo in a radical fashion. It should not

be up to advocates of alternatives to promote, for example, public transport
provision in a way which satisfies motorists. Rather, it should be up to motorists

to indicate that their privilege does not have too adverse an effect on public
transport. The equal opportunities perspective demands that the problems of car
hegemony are dealt with as the priority.
Also, the awareness of problems tending to crop up elsewhere in the system
means that simple "shopping list" approaches should be treated warily. Although
sometimes apparently similar to my recommendations, there is a central difference
between such piecemeal approaches assuming progress without side effects, and
my integrated systemic approach. Although time-scales can mean lengthy periods
of implementation, the different elements in the system have to be introduced more
or less simultaneously to avoid adverse migratory effects.

The need for transport
Transport, with the exception of walking or cycling, should be seen as a regrettable
necessity, rather than something which is desirable in its own right. Employers can

be encouraged to give financial assistance to those living locally, for example.
Other steps, like land use planning, should be taken to encourage the siting of
amenities and employment within local communities. In this way, a large proportion

of journeys would be short ones which could be walked or cycled.

Public transport
The general perspective can be informed by a view of local public transport as a

necessity, rather than a cost-effective business to be run where possible. The
emphasis should be on local journeys, accessibility, personal security, and the
meeting of minimum requirements: stops within easy distances of dwellings,
maximum intervals between services etc.
Design of public transport can include the introduction of technologies to
support demand-led features: homes can be linked by telecommunications to
stations so that additional or special carriages etc are provided when required.
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Ultimately individual vehicles could be included on automatic grids, retaining
privacy but generating safety and allowing for more equity.
Car use should be seen as competing with public transport. Car users should
meet the cost ofthe lost revenue and other costs incurred as a result of competition.
It is no longer feasible to use the blanket term "public transport" to describe all

the alternatives to car use. The aim of sustainable transport is not altogether
compatible with such forms of "public" transport as Concorde or faster inter-city
rail. The success of rail has to be seen in terms of supporting local communities,
not encouraging long distance commuting.
Walking
Walking should be seen as the priority mode. Facilities such as crossings can be
determined more in accordance with pedestrian need.As with cycling, maintenance of highways to basic standards could be legally enforceable, without the
need for the present buck passing between local authorities and public services.
Cycling
Contemporary encouragement of cycling is restricted to road space allocation. A
whole range of schemes to encourage this mode can be taken: reduction of prices
on breathable waterproof rainwear, removal of VAT, educational campaigns in
schools aimed at encouraging cycle use etc. The main fonn of encouragement is
simply to reduce the danger from motor vehicles.

What happens to the three Es?
The new approach argues against separating elements of opposition to danger into
different categories. Insofar as it is possible to discuss the traditional three Es of
intervention, they should all be seen as interdependent and based on a commitment
to reduce danger at source.
Engineering
Cars might carry equipment to record the circumstances of crashes and allow for
attribution of guilt. This might involve cyclists having to carry some kind of sensor
device which could link in with the technology employed on cars. Essentially this
is simply an extension of current aircraft black box or lorry tachograph technology.
If a leading car manufacturer can propose an "intelligent" road network where
sophisticated electronic systems prevent cars speeding and over-running junctions,
and keeps them in line on corners, similar technology ought to be available to stop
them from damaging other road users.n While this is likely to be objected to as
being the hand of Big Brother, it is only an invasion of personal liberty in the same
way that health and safety legislation invades the liberty of employers a group
which is responsible for less dangerthan motorists. Information from such devices
can be used in a legal system of enforcement.
Enforcement
The strict liability provision should be introduced for crashes with vulnerable road
users.
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Education

In a more civilised society children would be infonned more oftheir rights and less

of the need to defer to the dangerous: the principle of "sail before steam" as
described above could then be introduced to children at an early age.
Targets?

Policy makers are likely to want some kind of target to replace the inequities and
mystifications of Cost Benefit Analysis. The current Dutch Government is aiming
to cut projected increases in car use by half to stabilise CO2 emissions from the
transport sector. 24 This involves a countiy whose inhabitants' per capita emissions
of CO2 are substantially higher than those in the Third World, and when the main
prescription for targets of reduction has been a 60 per cent reduction of CO 2 It
would involve having about one car for every 2.5 people, which on a global level
would increase car ownership by about five times, at least doubling CO2 emissions
from the transport sector if vehicles and their manufacture were two or three times
more fuel efficient. And this target is more stringent than anything discussed in

Britain. Bringing us into line with the target level set by the United Nations'
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Changes would involve an 80 per cent
reduction, at least, from the road transport sector.
This, along with so much else, points to a need for a reduction in current levels
of car ownership and use, achieved in the first instance by massive increases in
taxation on petrol27 and annual car taxes, and backed up by other restrictions such
as tougher law enforcement and more difficulty in obtaining driving licences. But
everything depends on a more fundamental radical ideological change without

which the "backlash" reaction from car users and the car lobby will prove
insuperable.
Meanwhile, my local newspaperalways a good source forthe student of road
danger records the case of a motorist who drives his Mercedes on the wrong side
of the road and into another car , killing the occupant. The motorist responsible
has two previous endorsements in the previous two years for careless driving and
a pedestrian crossing offence. He is fmed £200 and banned for 6 months.
We end as we began.
The outrage we feel at such an astonishing show of leniency is worth nothing

unless we act to control not only those cases where hann is done, but also the
appalling potential for danger which all motorists present to their more vulnerable
fellow road users. It is not too melodramatic to remember the victims and their
loved ones, often unaware of the background to the tragedy, and even worse, prone
to self blame. This book hopes to let them and others see their anger as justified,
and show them where this anger can be directed.
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Appendix
The astronomer from General Motors
A review of

Traffic Safety and the Driver by

Leonard Evans
LEONARD EVANS is one ofthe mostfamous "road safety" workers in the world.

He has received numerous awards from the road safety establishment and is a
prolWc author of "road safety" titles, of which this book1 is the latest. Regarded
as "invaluable" by the reviewer in the British road safety practitioners' magazine,2
it is more than just an enormous summary of an even larger amount of published
work on road safety. It represents the state of the art in "road safety" thought and
practice. Criticising it involves going beyond the work of an individual, to the heart
of an ideology.

+++

Traffic Safety and the Driver goes further than most "road safety" text books by
referring to a central idea that I present in this book. That is, the common sense
notion that road users adapt to the conditions they find themselves in, in ways at
least partly dependent on how they perceive the risks presented to them. Evans is
sometimes forced to admit the truth of this notion, and what flows from it, but at
the same time he adheres to the mythology of the road safety industry. We are
therefore left with a continually and persistently flawed work which mirrors those

contradictions. Revealing these flaws is a necessary part of the process of
demythologising a dangerous set of beliefs.

Danger and accidents
Probably the main example of risk compensation (or whatever we might wish to
call the process of adaptation to perceived risk of various kinds) is the decline of
pedestrian deaths, particularly among children, over the last 60 years. Even where
the chances of being hurt or killed per crossing or walking journey appear to have
increasedultimately danger will result in actual harm occurring these chances
have not increased as much as the increase in vehicular traffic would at first have
suggested. As Evans correctly puts it:
the main mechanism which reduces the number of children playing in the
road is the very increase in danger brought about by increased traffic. It is
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another example of a perverse effect in which factors adverse to safety generate
safety increases because oflarge human behaviour responses on the part of the
children and their parents.3

Of course this effect, working on other benign mode use as well as just
children's play, is not "perverse" at all. It is an obvious feature of human behaviour.
What we need to remember is that if people are scared away from danger, we do
not have a "safety increase". We have a decline in one kind of accident because of

danger: using the phrase "safety increase" to describe this experience is a
perversion of language and an insult to the victims of motor danger. If the number
of women sexually assaulted in public places declines because women are scared
to venture out, we do not talk about "safety increases".
Saying that danger is different from, and to a large extent inversely related to,
collisions, is a crucial element of my common sense notion. As Evans is opposed
to it, he has to oppose the correct use of the English language. Indeed, he makes this
clear when he sews up the argument against risk compensation before it starts, on
page 9 of the book:
increased safety generally implies reductions in such quantities as the number
crashes, injuries, or deaths.

of

For Evans, the contemporary dodgems circuit type of traffic system has
increased (or at least kept at a roughly similar level) safety compared to previous
stages of motorisation because of the lowering (or at least stabilisation) of injuries
or deaths. Of course, the massive increase in crashes has occurred: but there is still
"more safety" because there are fewer and generally more careful benign mode
journeys made, and the dangerous have been hugely protected from the consequences

of those increased crashes. I think this means that there is more danger around if
one is concerned about it at source, and to be clear about it, I would call this an
increase in motor danger.
Let us consider specific features of motor danger which Evans gets the wrong
way round. Sometimes, as part of his self-contradiction, he gets them the right way
round as well.
A. Insurance

All drivers I have questioned admit they would drive more carefully if their
vehicles contained high explosives set to detonate on impact... I suspect that the

potential embarassment

of

losing my own crash-free record has further

increased my own driving caution.4
and:
Increasing the cost of crash involvement tends to reduce the likelihood of
crashing: purchasing collision insurance very likely increases crash risk...5

This is nothing more or less than a statement of how, if more is at risk (whether
monetary loss or expert reputation), more care will be taken. It is a clear guide to
designing control of danger and explaining how more crashworthy vehicles have
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contributed to motor danger: both these conclusions are either opposed or not
considered.
B. Education

Many studies have failed to show that crash rates are influenced by car driver
education, training, or knowledge... Driving is essentially a closed-loop cornpensatory feedback process in which the driver makes control inputs to what
is perceived.'
The higher [crash] involvement rates of younger, and male, drivers seem more
related to how they are choosing to drive, particularly their propensity to take
driving risks, than to their abilities at the driving task.1

The problem of traffic crashes is much more one of drivers doing things that
they know they ought not to do, than of drivers not knowing what to do.8
In other words, there is little point in doing anything other than thinking of deterrent

procedures to stop motor danger, rather than trying to impart knowledge which
people already have, even if it involves genuine careful driving techniques rather
than the acquisition of extra ability to drive as racing drivers.
Indeed, with the lower risk associated with the moves supported by Evans (seat
belts, more crashworthy cars etc) being inserted into the closed-loop compensatory
feedback process, everything he is working for will increase the motor danger.
Despite all this, Evans still suggests that educational initiatives which attempt to
get motorists to be more concerned about others might contribute to making them
more careful.
C. Road engineering

Ifa hazardous section of roadway is rebuilt to higher safety standards (sic), it
is likely that drivers will travel this section faster than before the improvement,
or with reduced care.'
I have already referred to Evans' review of engineering methods and their failure."

The failure of motorway building methods to achieve anything like the casualty

reduction rates that they would without risk compensation, has also been
commented on." Evans ends his chapter on engineering by saying: "Nearly all
attempts to examine engineering and environmental factors encounter larger driver
behavior influences."2 The point is that as common sense, risk compensation and
one part of Leonard Evans' thought process tells us, the driver behaviour is actually
modified by those engineering approaches themselves.
However, when it comes to certain aspects of road safety the evidence is too

threatening to entertain at all properly, and straightforward - albeit somewhat
over the top - denial occurs. This occurs with:
(i) Helmets

The work of Adams on the American motorcycle helmet wearing experience is
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mentioned in passing, but none of the fmdings seriously considered or examined.
The British experience, which Evans could have investigated to complement his
many articles on helmets, is also ignored.'3

(ii) Seat belts
Seat belt legislation is the flagship of the road safety movement. How does Evans
deal with its failure to meet its officially stated objectives? Comparing the DurbinHarvey estimates of benefits with what should have happened, Evans compares his
prediction of a 26 per cent decline in fatalities for drivers with the 18 percent actual
decline, describing itas "in reasonable agreement". '4The calculationhe uses in this
book is more complex than the one of his which I use, but comes up with a very
similar value. It is not in reasonable agreement, it is 31 per cent out. Evans evades
this by completely without justification - weighting the 18 per cent figure to
20 percent. Even so it is still 23 per cent out.

None of this includes consideration of the alcohol factor: that is to say the
apparent decline in deaths among drivers who were dnink, associated with a
change in relevant legislation since claimed as responsible for this phenomenon by
the road safety lobby, at the same time as the introduction of the seat belt law. This

would reduce the claims made by Durbin and Harvey still more, and make the
discrepancy even greater. It is not referred to at all by Evans. Nor is the effect the
law had on pedestrians or cyclists, as discussed by Durbin and Harvey, seriously
considered. Nor is the work of Adams. The Isles Report and the work of Janssen
are not mentioned.

Evans deals with the 27 per cent increase in (mainly unbelted) rear seat
passengers killed following the law by drawing on very scanty evidence to suggest
migration from front to rear seats. He justifies this by claiming that:

He knows of one (sic) specific case where this occurred.

The 27 per cent increase compared to an 18 per cent decline for belted
drivers implies an unrealistically high seat belt effectiveness in crashes.
It does not. The shortfall between an 18 per cent decline and a predicted
decline of 26 per cent implies an increase in tendency to crash by newlybelted drivers of the same order.(lf anything it is greater.)
"The consistent finding of higher fatality reductions for passengers than

drivers for essentially similar use rates, implying higher when-used
effectiveness for passengers."5 But earlier Evans claims that the fatality
reducing effectiveness of seat belts is less for front seat passengers than
for drivers.'6

And his thesis depends on claiming behavioural response to road safety
legislation against the aims of that legislation: this contradicts what he generally
suggests happens (although he spends a great deal of his book tacitly or openly
accepting his idea).
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Considering adaptive behaviour - a note on philosophy
Evans' book is peppered with refeznces to compensatory behaviourby motorists.
To give one more:
Human behavior feedback, or user response, to changes in safety systems may
greatly alter safety outcomes. In some cases the outcome may even be of an

opposite sign to that which is expected... improved braking or handling
characteristics are likely to lead to increased speeds, closer following, and
faster cornering. Safety (sic) may also increase, busby less than ifthere had been
no behavior response.(my emphasis)17

Evans also considers that the positivist approach to at least one feature of the
traffic safety scene is not flawless:
...driving is more than a collection of specific steps - it is more of a holistic
process not explainable in terms of a corlection of reductionist details.18

Indeed. That irreducible process consists of a huge variety of personal characteristics which interact with the effects of widely different experiences in
numerous different situations over a lifetime. It is affected - adversely, for the
vulnerable - by the measures advocated by such "experts" as Evans: greater
physical protection for motorists and a refusal to see dangerous driving as a
problem. This is made worse when instead of confronting the issue head on,
motorists aie pandered to by the suggestion that they should voluntarily change
their ways.
While Evans seems to believe that driving can't be broken down into different

parts, he still maintains that driver behaviour has to be seen as separate from
etivironmental factors. But if we are to look at the process of driving as an
irreducible whole, why not extend this approach to one of social holism, as
(generally implicitly) suggested by Smeed, Minter, Adams and others?
There is a long history of this kind approach being made by sociologists and
anthropologists. Evans, however, with strident declarations that the superiority of
his work is based on its scientific status, simply can not cope with this. It is
impossible therefore to relate concepts like economic activity to fatality levels
because "the mechanism" implicated can not be identified. The point is that teasing
out a separate, reducible factor from a morass of interdependent features may just

not be possible. Evans can not follow his partial scepticism about reductionism
through.

Without necessarily having to change paradigm, Evans should treat this
socially holistic view as a possible alternative. Instead he criticises it using criteria
which themselves have been partially accepted as faulty.
There are three other criticisms that can be made:

It is still possible to state that a proper explanation should be aware of
macro-social factors, even without using a philosophy which holds that
the whole is more than the sum of its parts. One would think that without
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some form of macro-sociological explanation it becomes difficult to talk
about beliefs in society, whether as general attitudes, social mores, or
ideology. Indeed, Evans' conclusions include the following:
Because engineering and medical changes alone seem incapable of explaining
such large effects (in fatality rates) especially as some of the safety benefits of

engineering are consumed in mobility increases and increased driver risk
taking, it is concluded that human behaviour changes have made the larger
contributions.., the human behaviour component judged to have had the
largest effect is a general evolution in social norms pertaining to driving.t'
But theorising concepts like "social norms" fits uneasily (or not at all) with the
number crunching Evans carries out elsewhere.
Even where a traditional positivist approach is advocated, 20it is necessary
to be critical in order to be scientific. Evans, however, takes a view which
either implicitly or explicitly, accepts the car supremacist status quo. This
relates to the next point:

Scientists should be able to account for their own activity, and be able to

make a statement about the origin of their own belief system. This
problem is discussed below, but first one question needs to be asked.

Does it matter how much adaptation there is?
For me, if there is any significant compensatory behaviour which increases motor
danger, there is a serious problem. The case of the anti-depressant drug Prozac,
which caused widespread relief of frequently suicidal depressive states of mind,
but which was allegedly implicated in the cause of a very few cases of homicide,

is instructive. The central theme of the debate, as with other discussions about
beneficial drugs and their side effects, was that an otherwise benign move had to

be re-considered if there were even a relatively small number of malignant
consequences. In the case of policy moves such as compulsory seat belt wear, the
apparent adverse effects are of a similar order to the beneficial ones.
For Evans, there is no problem at all. Compensatory behaviour, which exists
everywhere else, can not exist hem, or in a number of other interventions where
human beings apparently stop being human. The evidence is simply distorted in
ways I have indicated in this book. But even if the negative effects were not so great,

there would still be a problem. Instead of seriously considering this, all we get is

a facetious comment about possible negative effects which shows an utter
contempt and disregard for road users outside cars.2'
Number crunching covers up the fact that some endanger others. Evans carries
this tendency to extremes: I think that decency and civilised values let alone the
fact that the safety of those outside cars ultimately depends on reducing motor
danger at source
demand that we oppose it.
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Homeostasis
Evans misses out on certain examples of safety interventions which fail to meet
their promise (such as skid resistant surfaces), and denies obvious evidence on
others (motorcycle helmets and seat belts). However, he spends some of the book
accepting the obvious facts of adaptation with some interventions (features of
highway design, driver education, better braking and other vehicle characteristics)
and the same effect with danger increases (icy road conditions, increased traffic for
child pedestrians and the change of the rule of the road in Sweden). He also accepts
the idea of some sort of collective response to change and accident migration from
treated black spots.
The emphasis of these essentially common sense ideas in road safety literature
is most commonly associated with Adams and Wilde, originally under the banner
of something called Risk Homeostasis Theory (RHT). Evans refers to RHT in
extreme tenns, resenting discussion of it in learned journals. Why?

RHT does not give a clearly quantified description of changes to be
expected after road safety interventions. It states that adaptation may
occur over different periods of time, that it may occur more with later
interventions if it has occurred less with earlier ones, and that changes in
risk taking in the road environment may be balanced by ones outside it.

RHT involves notions of collective, as well as individual, adaptation to
perceived risk.
RHT gives a central role to a concept of risk of danger to life and limb
which is inadequate to explain changes in road user behaviour.
Evans criticises each of these features forcefully but at various parts of his
book virtually contradicts himself on the relevant points at issue. He does indeed
protest too much, and we learn a lot by looking at his self-contradiction.
Quantifiability

Evans regards quantifying as the central aspect of scientific endeavour. But
discussion on the nature of social science has always been sceptical about the
possibility of doing so without distorting the nature of the human experience. This

is particularly so when we talk about the interdependence of the very many
virtually indefinable experiences which are constantly changing in the road
environment. The only reliable measure of crashes is deaths, but individual deaths
are experienced in quite different ways by members of society. When we talk about

the other features of danger we are talking about the virtually immeasurable
(danger) to the more measurable (injuries) which either will not or can not be
counted properly, and which mean quite different things to those involved. On top

of this Evans gives - quite correctly a central role to cultural change or "social
norms". How are these to be quantified? Beyond ihis, Evans' failure to use the rules
of his own brand of science when dealing with the seat belt and helmet experiences
hardly inspires confidence.
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Collective change

As well as stressing the importance of social norms, we read that: "Societies react
to the total number of fatalities, whereas individual drivers cannot. . ." But the

work of Minter and Adams is criticised because the individual mechanisms
allegedly at work can not be identified. As mentioned above, this is essentially a
tautological argument. Even so, the idea of inevitable casualty reductions occurring from experience, ifnot the fully macro-sociological idea of social learning, is
accepted.
Risk

Evans argues that fear for life and limb can not be the dominant factor. Indeed not:
social norms are also obviously involved. Stating that surveys show people being
more worried about risks which are small (such as Alar poisoQing from apples)

does not mean that people are not accurately assessing risk: it means that they
regard some as more important than others.
But all this is an argument for pointing out that interventions may tend to fail,
and that fear of harm (or at least breach of formal or informal rules) is important.
Evans picks up this idea, accepts much of it, violently criticises the largely
irrelevant parts of it, and then moves on. Once again, why?

Are things getting better all the time?
Accepting that risk compensation or adaptation to perceived risk occurs, and that
ordinary human beings have an individual and maybe collective capacity to do this
spontaneously has certain consequences. The fact that it occurs is obvious. The fact
that when motorist protection is involved there can be adverse consequences for the
non-car user is evidently regarded as unimportant by Evans. But on top of this, we
have a picture of why change has occurred which is not complimentary to either
the road safety lobby or the great motoring public.

When he refers to the wider social change in driving behaviour which has
happened, Evans is describing an alleged amelioration of driving behaviour which

has been added on to the efforts of the road safety industry. In fact, what has
happened is that motorists have become more careful because of the presence of
more danger from increased traffic, a phenomenon noted by Smeed in specific
locations, as well as society-wide.The benefits of these behaviours seem often to
have been eroded by changes in vehicle crashworthiness and other measures.
This presents a less complimentary picture. Even without the adverse effects
of increases in motor danger, and the moral implications for even individual cases
of endangering others, this view contradicts the positive view of the way things are
going. The idea that "road safety" has not done much good (change would have
occurred anyway), but at least something is better than nothing, simply does not
hold if some things have become worse and/or if danger is colluded with.
This does not mean that "we can do nothing", simply that attention should be

directed at reducing danger at source, rather than pandering to it. Why Evans
should be inclined to take his view involves consideration about the role of the
researcher.
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Looking from afar?
Evans sees his position as a "traffic safety scientist" as having more in common
with that of an astronomer than a biological or physical scientist. Of course, even
regarding biology or physical science as easily applicable to social science runs
into certainbasic problems ofmeaning and causality. One subject wrestled with by
philosophers of social science is about the position of the scientist in society with
regard to the object of study.
Leonard Evans is a Principal Research Scientist at General Motors Research
Laboratories. I do not for a moment suggest that he has no scientific integrity, or
that he has been bought offby his employers. What I am suggesting is that it would
be very difficult, ifnot impossible, forhim to come to the kind ofconclusions that

I have, and retain the position which allows him time to write, publish, visit
conferences etc.
He would not be able to suggest that road safety interventions made to protect
motorists are morally reprehensible (or should at least be given a lower order of
priority than measures to control motor danger at source) because of the additional

motor danger presented to the non-car users in the road environment. Such
statements about the effects of changes in vehicle design might make it difficult for
him to be a recipient of his Volvo Traffic Safety Award.
His positioning of traffic safety as a public health problem does not involve
consideration of the related health danger arising from pollution from vehicle
exhausts, or global warming and vehicle emissions. In September 1991 the Wall
Street Journal revealed that the Coalition for Vehicle Choice, which has some
5øWashington lobbyists fighting prospective US legislation to increase vehicle
and General Motors.
efficiency, was financed by Ford, Chrysler

As for congestion, this will sort itself out, albeit with a degree of imperfection
that comes from market equilibrium processes.
What about the other problems outlined in Chapter 14?
It seems to me there is no more a natural limit on vehicle ownership than there
is a natural limit on the ownership of radios, televisions, bathrooms, shoes or

houses.'
None of these items incur as much direct damage in terms of pollution or
greenhouse gas emission (except with the possible exception of energy use in
homes) as car manufacture and use does. Pollution or global warming are not
referred to anywhere in this book, published in 1991.

Conclusion - Supporting motor danger
At the end of this massive book, what does its authorhave to say in terms of positive

recommendations? We have only one actual policy demand: the increase in
taxation on alcohol. Controls specifically on drink-driving are not on because,
presumably, the (American) motorist does not want them. As pointed out in
Chapter 12, drunk driving is just one type of motor danger which can be used to
detract attention away from others, and which needs to be controlled by perceived
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deterrent measures. Evans wants to see de-glamourising of anti-social driving as
depicted on television. This is a purely voluntary measure which (apart from not
having any of the scientific evidence Evans praises) has no relevance to everyday
negligen and is hardly likely to impinge very far, if at all. Finally, we have an
appeal to the old cop-out "encouragement of courtesy in driving": a solution to the
abuse of power which asks the powerful to try and be nicer.

In other words, it is business as usual: voluntary measures which will not
decrease, or even slow the increase in, motor danger which the mad safety lobby
has been implicated in. Although apparently contemptuous of the non-motorised
road user and negligent of other adverse effects of motorisation, Evans is aware of
a lot of the truth of motor danger. But he is blind to it, because there are none so
blind as those who will not see.
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Useful organisations
The aims of the following organisations tend to be restricted: whether because
of their sectional interests, or the effects ofpro-car ideology which extend even
into otherwise radical groups. Nevertheless, whether through the provision of
local groups or publications, they represent potentially useful contacts:Campaign Against Drinking and

Driving
83 Jesmond Road, Newcastle upon Tyne,
NE2INH,te1091281 1581
Campaigns on drink-driving, but offers
support to the relatives of people killed in
all kinds of road crashes.
Council for the Protection of Rural
England

Warwick House, 25 Buckingham Palace
Road, London, SW1W OPP, tel 071 976
6433
Producer of useful reports and has some
local groups.
Campaign for the Protection of Rural
Wales
Ty Gwyn, 31 High Street, Welshpool,
Powys, SY21 7JP, tel 0938 552525
Sister organisation of the CPRE.
The Countryside Commission
John Dower House, Crescent Place,
Cheltenham, Gloucestershire, GL5O 3RA,
tel 0242 521381
Deals with rural transport issues.
Cyclists' Touring Club
69 Meadrow, Godalming, Surrey, GU7
3HS, tel 0483 417217
Bi-monthly magazine, occasional
publications, technical advice notes and
national lobbying.
Environmental Transport Association
The Old Post House, Heath Road,
Weybridge, KTI 3 8RS, tel 0932828882
Insurance and other services for motorists
with a conscience. It opposes the road
lobby, in which other motoring organisations play a major role.

Friends of the Earth
26-28 Underwood Street, London, Nl
7JQ, tel 071 490 1555
Occasional publications dealing with
traffic reduction, emissions etc.
Greenpeace UK
Canonbury Villas, London, Nl 2PN, tel
071 354 5100
Newly involved in car problems. Limited
scope for local activity.
Keep Death Off Our Roads
95 Upper Brents, Favershani, Kent, MEl 3
7DL, 0795 536917
Campaigning and helping the bereaved.
Pedestrians' Association
i Wandsworth Road, London, SW8 2XX,
071 735 3270
Useful information in regular publication
Walk, and some local groups.
Road Peace

PO Box 2579, London, NWIO 3PW, 081
964 1021
Launched in 1992 to campaign for a legal
response to dangerous driving and to help
families of accident victims.
Transport and Health Study Group
do Dr S Watkins, Department of Public
Health Medicine, Stockport Health
Authority, Bramhall Moor Lane, Hazel
Grove Lane, Stockport, Cheshire, SK7
5AB
Transport 2000
Walkden House, 10 Melton Street,
London, NW1 2EJ, tel 071 388 8386
Traditionally a pro-rail alternative to the
roads lobby. Publisher of Transport
Retort.
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Railway and transport books
from Leading Edge
The Great Railway Conspiracy
Few books on railways in recent years have stirred so
much controversy and wide interest as David Henshaw's
extraordinary account of The Beeching Years which
touches many raw nerves in road haulage. and broader
political circles. Henshaw tells The tale well and uncovers
much skulduggery," The Daily Mall.
£14.95, hardback.

Traffic Congestion: Is there a way out?
A remarkable collection of papers which blows apart
surviving myThs about road-building as a solution to
congestion. Edited by leading public authority, Dr John
Whitelegg. "The expert contributors advance some
radical solutions to The dead-end street That The road
lobby is forcing us down," Transport Review.
£9.95. paperback

The Wensleydale Railway
Christine Hallas tells, in remarkable detail, the story of an
English country railway. whose future is now topical, as
The subject of ambitious reinstatement plans. "A splendid
publication and good value for money." Push and Pull
magazine.
£5,25, paperback

The Line that Refused to Die
In This revised and updated version of Their best-seller,
Stan Abbott and Alan Whitehouse tell The story of the
successful campaign to save The Seffle & Carlisle line
and add some words on the ongoing story of This and
Britain 's other rural railways. Features a foreword by
Michael Palm, "The auThors have a remarkable story to
teil, of intrigue in high places, of U-turns, of hopes dashed

THE LINE THAT
REFUSED TO DIE

and deferred, of leaks and nods and whispers and
lab yrinThine negotiations," The Yorkshire Post. £7.99,

paperback.

Leading Edge, Old Chapel, Burtersett, Hawes, N. Yorks, DL8 3PB.
Postage and packing charges - orders over £2, add 75p; over £6, add £1.

(0969) 667566

With the

ETA breakdown service
you get everything...
ETA

AA

NBRC

RAC

Roadrescue'

aRelaylliornestaxlr

Total Protection'

'New Recovery'

Roadside assistance

V

V

V

V

Recovery

V

V

V

V

Home rescue

V

V

V

V

Legal advice & expenses

V

V

V

V

European cover

V

X

V

X

Replacement

V

X

X

X

Personal accident cover

V

X

X

X

Message service

V

X

X

X

Road lobbying

X

V

V

V

£66

£77

£72

£82

Prlce* (1992)

car

except membership of
the road lobby
You pay more as a member of the AA, BAC or NBRC (National Breakdown)
and they spend your money lobbying the government for more roads.
The environment pays too more motorways means more destruction of
the countryside and more pollution.
The Environmental Transport Association, backed by the World Wide Fund
for Nature, provides a breakdown service second to none and
campaigns for environmentally friendlier transport.
The ETA also provides roadrescue for cycles.

be AA and KAI,, bnln many Ihr gnneenmeet alrecmly,
are as aI 1,492 amId da nnl maclade ynlning leen, specIal payment d,scnnnls nr Older caeanppleenenl.
and all Ihren mnlnnng nrgnlnsannns are membres nl Inn flnnsh Knad reneralmnn calven eaenpalgnsenergelmeaIly nr rance Innmneways nnn,nr,rnana.

What does it tell us that the President of the Institute of
Road Safety Officers, and of the RAC, Prince Michael of Kent,
has convictions for speeding and careless driving? Transport
policy adviser Robert Davis sees it as typical of an "official"
attitude to road safety which, for the last 50 years, has pulled
the wool over the eyes of the British public.

ith an extensive index and over 1,000
research references, DEATH ON THE
STREETS is an essential fact ifie for
campaigners and professionals with an
interest in safety. It is also a social history of
the terrible toll of car supremacy, from the
smouldering aftermath of the Los Angeles
riots to the nightmare of global warming.

ISBN O-9481 35-46-8

9

80948 135460

