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6 Countering criticism

A small but vocal minority of motoring correspondents and lobbyists for the motor industry have
campaigned against the use of speed cameras. Most of the critics do not accept that speed is a
problem, while a few agree speeding is a key factor but do not believe that cameras are an effective way
of reducing speed. In 2003, the Slower Speeds Initiative and PACTS (Parliamentary Advisory Council on
Transport Safety) published a comprehensive rebuttal to speed camera critics (www.pacts.org or
www.slower-speeds.org.uk). The four most common arguments are summarised below.

1. “Speed is not a problem”

Excessive speed is the most common contributory factor identified in fatal crashes. A recent Department
for Transport study reported 28% of fatal crashes in 2003 and 30% in 2002 involved excessive speed*®.
This is a conservative estimate since contributory factors are based on the limited information known at
the time the crash is reported. This will be within days of the crash occurring and before any proper
speed estimates have been calculated or witnesses or drivers formally interviewed. Speeding will need to
be very obvious for a police officer to record it at this stage. Yet even this conservative approach finds
speeding responsible for over 900 deaths each year, almost twice the number caused by drink driving®®.
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“Simple physics: A lump of metal going fast will hurt you more than one going slowly”
The Economist, ‘Speed kills. So why are speed cameras so controversial?’, May 8th 2004
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Number of cameras

The number of cameras has been misreported by many who have confused operating (i.e. active or 'live')
cameras with camera housings. It has been reported that a mere 1000 cameras are rotated between
6000 safety camera sites™®, thus an average of one in six cameras is active, but this ratio varies
between the partnerships.

Safety camera location**

The most recent evaluation reviewed the location of safety
cameras from 24 safety camera partnerships. The vast major- Road type Safety cameras
ity (79%) of cameras are located on built-up roads (30 or 40 30 mph 66%

mph speed limits), with two-thirds on 30 mph roads, where
pedestrians and cyclists are most likely to be encountered and
where the speed limit is most likely to be ignored?2. In 2003, Motorway 2%
over half of all deaths and serious injuries on British roads

occurred on roads with a 30 mph speed limit, a limit exceeded by over half of drivers?3.

40 mph 13%

With a total road network of over 392,000 kilometres and cameras estimated to cover a length of 1 km
(500 metres either side of the camera). less than 1% of the country's road network is covered by
active speed cameras

Some have claimed that speed cannot be a problem since motorways have the safest record. But motor-
ways have restricted access and no junctions. Dividers separate and protect opposing vehicle flows and
pedestrians and cyclists are not allowed on motorways. These are reasons why there are fewer collisions
per kilometre travelled on motorways.

Even when another cause is involved, speed will always aggravate the consequences. Road crashes may
be classified as fatal, serious and slight but there is a big range within the serious injury category.
Impact speed will affect the extent of brain injury and fractures, as well as the likelihood of a full
recovery, permanent disability, or death.

In terms of the sheer numbers involved, speeding qualifies as both a police and public health priority.

Safety cameras vs CCTV

For comparison, consider the use of CCTV. In the past three years, the number of CCTV
cameras in the UK has quadrupled to four million, 400 times the number of total safety
cameras (including inactive cameras)™.

There is one CCTV camera for every 14 people, but...

only one active safety camera for every
e 56,000 people

e 32,300 drivers

e 28,000 motor vehicles

e 392 km roads

For every death from there are...
Bullying™ 60 deaths from speeding
cJD™ 15 deaths from speeding
Gun crime™ 12 deaths from speeding
Heroin™ 10 deaths from speeding
Domestic violence™ 6 deaths from speeding
Knife attacks™ 4 deaths from speeding
All murders™ 1 death from speeding
Passive smoking”’ 1 death from speeding
Superbug MRSA™ 1 death from speeding

If speeding is not a problem, then what is?

It is worth remembering that over four times as many people are killed in road crashes than are murdered.
Children are also much more at risk from strangers behind the wheel than elsewhere: while on average, less
than ten children are killed each year by strangers, 120 children are killed on the road®®.

RoadPeace and SSI are not the only ones who think the SCP restrictions are extreme and counter-produc-
tive. In their recent report on Traffic Law Enforcement, the House of Commons Transport Select Committee
concluded that:

The attempt to make speed cameras more acceptable through tough guidelines on their use has back-
fired. It would have been better to reiterate the simple message that speeding is dangerous, breaking
the speed limit is illegal, and that those caught speeding would be punished.

The guidelines for use of safety cameras have had perverse effects. Cameras can only be used if “there
has been a site survey by a road safety engineer and there are no other obvious, practical measures to
improve road safety along this stretch of road”. We cannot think of any other case where society as a
whole is expected to bear the costs of lawbreaking, and effective law enforcement is only deployed as
a last resort. In addition, safety camera partnerships are prevented from taking action against speed-
ing traffic by artificial constraints. These mean that most cameras can only be operated once several
people have been killed or injured. The guidelines must be amended.”
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