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Community-wide 20 mph limits give better value for money 

than 20 mph zones 

Pound for pound spent, 20 mph limits with signage 
are 7 times more cost effective than 20 mph zones 
with humps.  
20mph speed zones with traffic calming are undoubtedly effective and in London 

have resulted in an average 9 mph reduction in speed1. 

Recent evidence from Portsmouth shows that, when implemented on a wide scale without traffic 

calming, (what we call “Total 20”), 20 mph speed limits have a varied speed reduction effect 

dependent upon previous average vehicle speeds. Roads with pre-existing low speeds reduced less, 

whilst roads with higher speeds reduced by an average of 7 mph. The average speed reduction for 20 

mph limits across the whole network was 1.3 mph2. Bristol’s Bedminster and Southville pilot 20 mph 

limit led to a 1.4 mph average speed reduction3. 

 

Portsmouth spent just £1,100 per km for limits compared to £60,000 per km for physically calmed 

zones. Comparing £100,000 spent within a community with 50 miles of roads we find that 20 mph 

limits with signage alone gives much better value for money than 20 mph zones.  

 

Option 1 - Spending £100,000 on 20mph zones with physical calming. 

 

This funds just one mile of streets with a 20 mph zone with physical calming. Average speed drops by 

9 mph. As the speed limit on the other 49 miles of roads remains the same then the average speed 

reduction across the whole network is just 0.18 mph. Note that isolated schemes endorse driving faster 

outside of the zone.  

 

Option 2 - Spending £100,000 on 20mph limits without physical calming. 

 

This will fund 56 miles of streets with a 20mph limit. Hence it will cover the whole community. The 

average speed reduction will be 1.3 mph. 

 

For any given expenditure 20mph area-wide limits are 7.2 times more effective than 

physically calmed zones. 

 
When coupled with the benefits from speed reduction in terms of reduced collisions, casualties, noise 

emissions and danger then the use of “Total 20” to implement a 20mph speed limit on all residential 

roads across a community has clear financial benefits. In Warrington officers reported an 800% First 

Year Rate of Return when comparing the savings on casualties with the cost of implementing their 20 

mph scheme. Of course subsequent years are free from cost. 

 

Feedback 
We welcome your response on this press release/fact sheet. We provide more 

information on our site www.20splentyforus.org.uk and can provide advice on 
technical issues.  
 

20’s Plenty For Us campaigns for a 20mph default speed limit in residential streets without 

physical calming.  

                                                           
1 Webster D, Layfield R. Review of 20 mph zones in London boroughs. Transport for London, 2003 (project report PPR243). 
2
 Department for Transport – Interim Evaluation of the Implementation of 20mph Speed Limits in Portsmouth. 

3
 Reported in Bristol Evening Post 24 Nov 2010,  20 Mile Speed Limit For City. 
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10 Ways That 20 mph Limits Benefit Motorists 

Far from being anti-motorist, 20 mph limits give 

drivers many advantages. That’s why 72% of 
drivers believe 20’s Plenty on residential streets1. 
 
Drivers will save money, be healthier and greener when authorities adopt 

community-wide default 20 mph limits.  Some roads will have higher speeds where merited.  

Average trips take less than 40 seconds extra. Driver benefits include:- 

1 Fewer car user deaths and injuries.  Overall there were 22% fewer casualties in 

Portsmouth. Drivers had 23% fewer and passengers 31% fewer after 2 years of wide area 20 

mph limits2.  Elderly drivers had 50% fewer injuries and 40% fewer passenger injuries. 

2 Better mental health. With casualties down by nearly a quarter drivers suffer less 
emotional trauma, anxiety and guilt from their part in liability for crashes. 

3 Motoring costs drop.  As road risk and crashes fall in severity and frequency, so do legal 
and repair bills. This will be reflected in motor insurance premiums reducing in 20 mph limit 
post codes. 

4 Fuel use and costs fall by 12%3. German 30km/h (18.6 mph) zones led to car drivers 
changing gear 12% less often, braking 14% less often and using 12% less fuel. 

5 Stress reduces. Fewer road rage incidents from a more considerate driving style, including 
less dangerous overtaking and it becomes easier to pull out. 

6 Less congestion. At 20 mph more cars can fill the same road space due less distance 

between each compared to 30 mph.  Less road risk encourages more people to walk, cycle 
and take the bus, freeing them from unnecessary car use, reducing traffic. 

7 Cleaner air quality especially benefits motorists. They breathe in-car air which is three 
times more polluted than at the pavement4.  Standing traffic (which pumps out more fumes 
than when moving) reduces due to less congestion. Also less fuel is burnt due to less 

acceleration and some transfer of trips away from a car. 

8 Repair bills fall and vehicles maintain value from fewer crashes and less brake and tyre 

wear. 

9 Easier parking. Fewer unnecessary car trips frees up road space and parking.   

10 Less parent’s taxi duty. Road danger reduction brings safer independent child travel 

freeing up parents for more productive work than driving their children to and from school. 

And as an added bonus Total 20 is implemented without any additional speed bumps! 

Feedback We welcome your response on this press release/fact sheet. There is more 
information at www.20splentyforus.org.uk and can provide advice on technical issues.  
 
20’s Plenty For Us campaigns for a 20mph default speed limit in residential streets without 

physical calming.  

                                                           
1
 National Centre for Social Research, British Social Attitudes: the 22

nd
 Report, 2005 

2 DfT. Interim Evaluation of the Implementation of 20 mph Speed Limits in Portsmouth Final Report - Sep 2010 
3
 An illustrated guide to traffic calming. by Dr Carmen Hass-Klau (1990) 

4
 Environmental Transport Association. Road User Exposure To Air Pollution Nov 1997 

http://www.20splentyforus.org.uk/
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20mph Limits Professional Update: 

September 2010 

20mph Limits – an inexpensive and popular way to 

improve safety, cut pollution and lock in smarter choices  

More than 2.5 million people now live in areas such as Portsmouth, 

Oxford, Leicester, Newcastle, Islington, Hackney, Bristol, 

Warrington, Colchester, Wirral and Southwark already committed to Total 20mph. 
 

20mph is safer. Other reasons why 20mph limits should be introduced includes:  

Limits Cost 50 Times Less Than Home Zones- DfT Guidelines (1/06) relaxed the 
requirements for 20mph limits in residential areas. It is no longer mandatory to 

impose physical measures such as bumps. Limits cost £333 per street in Portsmouth. 

Enforceable - 20mph speed limits are very much community led and establishment 

endorsed. Strong support from communities increasing police focus on community 
policing supports 20mph limits which can be enforced with a "light touch" 

Popular - 72% of drivers support 20mph speed limits on residential streets. (British 

Social Attitudes Survey 2005) 
 

Pollution, Climate Change and Air Quality When 30km/h (18.5mph) zones were 
introduced in Germany, car drivers on average changed gear 12% less often, braked 

14% less often and required 12% less fuel.   
   

Economic Impact  - Lowering urban and residential limits to 20 mph (excluding 

arterial roads) increases car journey time by a maximum of just 40 seconds.  At 
20mph the gap between vehicles decreases, leading to improved flow. 

 
Health Improvements - Increased likelihood of a shift to modes like walking and 

cycling, reduced local emissions and improved air quality 
 

Quality of Life and Inequalities – Slower speeds benefit large numbers of non-
users, reducing noise and allowing better urban design standards for quality places. 

Those suffering greatest inequalities tend to live nearer to busy roads and therefore 
benefit  
 

Feedback 

We welcome your response on this briefing. We provide more information on our site 
www.20splentyforus.org.uk and can recommend experts on technical issues.  
 

20’s Plenty For Us campaigns for a 20mph default speed limit in residential streets without 

physical calming.  

http://www.20splentyforus.org.uk/
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The Speed Illusion  

Children Don’t Reliably See Cars Going Over 20 mph   

A 20’s Plenty for Us Press Release – March 2011  

Research has proven that children cannot accurately judge the speed of vehicles 
above 20 mph.  Scientists aimed to discover why children are overrepresented as 
road casualties.  Research found that vehicles traveling faster loom less than 
slower vehicles. This creates a dangerous illusion in which faster vehicles may be perceived as not 
approaching1.  20 mph speed limits can help protect children from making risky road crossing choices. 
 
Vision scientists at Royal Holloway, University of London measured children’s detection of cars approaching 
in a road crossing scenario.  At speeds faster than 20 mph, primary age children (6-11 years) may not be 
able to tell that a car is coming.  This strongly supports the implementation and enforcement of 20 mph 
speeds near child pedestrians. Public Health body NICE guidance also wants 20 mph limits near children2. 

Published by international journal Psychological Science on March 9th the paper explains “the speed 
illusion”. This can mean that pedestrians, and/or drivers at junctions, may under-estimate the velocity of 
faster vehicles and, in some cases, will fail to see them at all.   
 
Researchers measured the vision of 111 children in primary schools and calculated approach speeds that 
they could reliably detect.  Adult pedestrians can make good judgments for vehicles going up to 50 mph, 
but primary school age children become unreliable once the approach rises above 20 mph. The study says:- 

“Children’s perceptual limitations place them at greater risk of stepping in front of cars traveling at 
higher speeds. Driving over 20 mph in a residential or school area not only increases the potential 
severity of any impact, but also increases the risk that a child will injudiciously cross in front.”  

 
Professor Wann stresses that the simplest solution lies in traffic regulation :- 

“There’s strong evidence that children may make risky crossing judgements when vehicles are travelling 
at 30 or 40 mph.  The vehicles that they are more likely to step in front of are the faster vehicles that are 
more likely to result in a fatality.  Travelling 1 mile though a residential area at 20 mph vs. 30 mph will 
only add 60 seconds to journey time. We encourage drivers to take a minute and save a child’s life”. 

Anna Semlyen, Campaign Manager for 20’s Plenty for Us said :- 
“It’s simplistic to blame children saying they “run out”, without checking.  But this study suggests it is 
fast motor vehicles that create the errors, as it is then impossible for kids to make correct judgments.  It’s 
up to adults to protect children through 20 mph limits and for drivers to obey the signs.“ 

20’s Plenty for Us welcomes comment and feedback  - www.20splentyforus.org.uk 

                                                           
1
 John P. Wann, Damian R. Poulter, and Catherine Purcell.  Reduced Sensitivity to Visual Looming Inflates the Risk Posed by Speeding Vehicles When Children Try 

to Cross the Road. Psychological Science OnlineFirst, published on March 9, 2011 as doi:10.1177/0956797611400917  - online at 

http://pss.sagepub.com/content/early/2011/03/04/0956797611400917 

2 NICE Preventing unintentional injuries among under-15s http://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/index.jsp?action=byID&o=13273 

http://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/index.jsp?action=byID&o=13273
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20mph limits Improve Air Quality  

Where People Live  

A 20’s Plenty for Us Factsheet – Published October 2010 

Many people assume that at lower speeds extra fuel is used and more pollution 

created. In fact the reverse is true. That’s why “Total 201”, without traffic 

calming, is supported by so many environmental organisations. The facts :- 

When 30km/h (18.6 mph) zones were introduced in Germany, car drivers changed gear 12% less often, 

braked 14% less often and required 12% less fuel2. 

Choice of gear and driving style, not the number on the speed limit sign, most affect fuel use
3
. DfT 

guidance states, “Generally, driving more slowly at a steady pace saves fuel and carbon dioxide 

emissions, unless an unnecessarily low gear is used”. 

Most Continental European towns enjoy a 18.6mph limit (30km) which supports road safety and 
sustainable transport.  Stop/go driving is typical in urban areas. Distances drivers could legally and 
safely go at 30mph is limited by traffic lights, crossings, congestion, junctions and pedestrian and cyclist 
numbers.  20mph limits cut unnecessary acceleration and braking and improve traffic flow. 

A report from Belgium
4
 concluded "It is unlikely that imposing strict speed limits in urban areas has a 

significant influence on emissions of NOx or CO2." 

The likelihood of modal shift to non polluting modes due to better safety brings reduced fumes.  Each 
trip transferred from a motorised vehicle has a fuel consumption of 0mpg and less noise.  Plus reduced 
congestion and standing traffic, which pumps out more emissions than moving vehicles. 

High vehicle speeds are the greatest deterrent to walking and cycling instead of driving. In Hilden, 
Germany, the percentage of in‐town trips made by bicycle increased to 23% after the introduction of an 
18.6 mph residential limit. Britain’s default 30 mph limit is 60% higher than most Northern European 
towns where far more citizens enjoy the opportunity to walk and cycle in greater safety. UK pedestrians 
form a greater percentage of road fatalities (22.5%) than any other EU country5.  

The AA’s report, Fuel For Thought (Jan 2008) “accepts that targeted 20 mph speed limits in residential 
areas are popular and improve safety. Along shorter roads with junctions and roundabouts, limiting 
acceleration to up to 20 mph reduces fuel consumption"  

Research from the ETA
6
 found that cyclists and walkers face pollution levels two thirds lower than 

inside a car. Drivers and their passengers face three times more fumes because they sit in the pollution 

tunnel in the centre of the road, breathing poisons from vehicles in front.   

Road Traffic produces one fifth of carbon dioxide, over half of nitrogen dioxide and over 75% of carbon 

monoxide emissions in the UK. (DETR Winter smog/summer smog 1998 July) 

20’s Plenty for Us welcomes comment and feedback, so please contact us if you have or need any 
further information 

                                                           
1
 Total 20 is the setting of 20mph as the default speed limit across a whole Traffic Authority or community without calming. 

2
 An illustrated guide to traffic calming. by Dr Carmen Hass-Klau (1990)  

3
 Newman & Kenworthy (1992). http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=9676&page=369#p20003296ttt00035  

4
 Luc Int Panis Carolien Beckx and Steven Broekx, Association for European Transport and contributors 2006 Impact of 30 Km/H 

zone introduction on vehicle exhaust emissions in urban areas -  
5
 European Road Safety Observatory – Traffic Safety Basic Facts 2009 – Pedestrians 

6
  Environmental Transport Association. Road User Exposure To Air Pollution Nov 1997 

http://www.nap.edu/openbook.php?record_id=9676&page=369#p20003296ttt00035
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Police and Road Danger –  Part of the 

solution or part of the problem? 

Police reluctance to enforce speed limits causes unnecessary 
death and injury on our roads.  
 

20’s Plenty for Us have frequently found police forces reluctant to enforce 20 mph speed limits. 

Guidance from ACPO (Association of Chief Police Officers) has consistently failed to acknowledge the 

development and benefits from town-wide, or Total 20 mph speed limits for residential roads. 

In almost every local authority implementing wide area 20 mph limits, local councillors have had to 

fight police apathy towards enforcement. Police apparently view enforcement as an imposition, rather 

than an opportunity to play a responsible role in enforcing what communities see as a civilised speed 

limit to reduce danger, protect human life and improve our streets. Eventually they do agree to 

enforcement, but their initial lack of respect for community wishes slows down the whole 

implementation process. 

ACPO claim that 20 mph limits should be self enforcing and not need their involvement. Whilst this may 

be true of physically calmed zones, the far more cost effective modern approach of area-wide 20 mph 

limits without physical calming, excluding major roadsi, relies on community behaviour change rather 

than physical constraint. And light touch enforcement can hugely improve driver compliance.  

In fact, when a local authority implements a Total 20 scheme, police need only enforce speeds on the 

same roads they did when they were 30 mph. The number of drivers and roads is the same. 

Department for Transport guidance recommends routine enforcement saying  “To achieve compliance 

there should be no expectation on the police to provide additional enforcement beyond their routine 

activity, unless this has been explicitly agreed.” 

 

This lack of support when communities are asking local authorities to endorse lower speed limits, is at 

best ill-advised and at worst results in the police being culpable for casualties at higher rates and 

severities than needed. 

It is local elected Councillors, who, through democratic debate, are responsible for setting local speeds.  

Police have a duty to enforce and should not be permitted to dictate to communities which speed limits 

should be implemented. Police objections are often a budget ploy to win resources, power or another 

bargaining trade. 

20 mph limits on residential roads has high levels of community support. The police should be working 

with communities and councils to make those streets safer, quieter and more secure. We therefore 

urge the police to take a far more constructive role in supporting the introduction of such measures 

and subsequently providing the “light touch” enforcement that can make such a difference. 

If the police are not “part of the solution” to reducing speed and therefore our high child, 

pedestrian and cycling mortality and injury on urban and residential roads, then clearly they 

are “part of the problem”. 

Feedback We welcome your response on this press release. We provide more information on our site 

www.20splentyforus.org.uk and can provide advice on technical issues.  

 

20’s Plenty For Us campaigns for a 20mph default speed limit in residential streets without 

physical calming.  

                                                           
i
 Fact Sheet on how 20 mph limits are 7 times more cost effective than 20 mph zones. http://tinyurl.com/total20value-pdf 

http://www.20splentyforus.org.uk/




ßIn 1992, during the American presidential 
campaign Bill Clinton had a sign in his office 
proclaiming “It’s the economy stupid”. At 
the same time the German town of Hilden in 
North-Rhine Westphalia on the outskirts of 
Dusseldorf was looking at its falling cycling 
and pedestrian numbers. The urban planners 
recognised that the safe mobility of their 
citizens was one of the key tasks of municipal 
self determination. Their conclusion was that 
“It’s the speed of the motor vehicles stupid” 
and they introduced 30 kph (18.5 mph) 
speed limits on all residential streets and 
some main roads. They did so with a great 
deal of public engagement and appropriate 
police enforcement.  Their reasoning was 
that reducing the differential speed between 
road users that was the biggest factor in 
road danger reduction. And now with 24% 
of in town trips by bicycle and 25% by 
public transport they have a successful and 
sustainable transport model that some UK 
towns would die for.

So many of our towns in the UK are blighted 
by policies which see transport issues in 
terms of the movement of motor cars rather 
than people. And if we look at the percentage 
road deaths that are pedestrians, then in 2005 
in the UK it was 21%, one of the highest in 
Europe. And since then it has risen to 21.3% in 
2006, 21.9% in 2007 and 22.5% in 2008.

When the DfT found that we were being 
knocked off our previous Road Safety 
pedestal by France and Finland and Japan 
and Sweden and Germany and Portugal 
and the Netherlands and Denmark and 
Switzerland,  who all now have lower child 
road deaths per 100,000 population than 
the UK, then the alarm bells started ringing. 
Its recent “A Safer Way” White Paper 
recommended that “highway authorities, over 
time, introduce 20 mph zones and limits into 
streets that are primarily residential in nature”.

A reduction in perceived road danger is key 
to any significant promotion of cycling or 
walking.  Almost half of the public questioned 
(47%) strongly agree that “the idea of cycling 
on busy roads frightens me”, with a further 
27% agreeing with this.i

Whilst we can attract some new “fit and brave” 
cyclists onto the roads and also create off road 
routes that may work for a few people who live 
in the right place, unless we address this very 
real fear then any progress on modal shift will 
have limited returns.  

And of course, unless we can get towards 
20% of all in-town trips being made by bicycle 
then we fail to make any real reduction in 
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Danger from traffic is often cited as the main barrier to the take-up of cycling or for allowing children to walk  
to school.  Many transport professionals argue that providing a safe environment for walking or cycling is a  
pre-requisite for effective behaviour change interventions.  Rod King, Campaign Manager for 20’s Plenty for Us, 
proposes that 20mph speed limits are the answer. 

“It’s the speed of motor 
vehicles stupid”

reduction in casualties. Ongoing audits will 
confirm the effect of this “collective community 
commitment” to safer roads on cycling and 
pedestrian activity.

The reduction in speeds is also leading to 
the delivery of contraflow cycling on one-way 
streets so increasing cycling permeability 
and accessibility. There is also evidence that 
air-bourn PM10 diesel particulates are reduced 
at 20 mphii.

And it’s not just Portsmouth. Local authorities 
representing over 1.5 million residents in the 
UK are now in the course of implementing 
20 mph as the default speed limit for all 
residential streets. And in doing so their 
communities are debating just how they want 
to create a better environment for children to 
walk and cycle, for the elderly to shop and for 
everyone to have real choice in their transport 
choices.

Such a move is hardly controversial, with over 
75% of drivers in favour of a 20 mph limit for 
residential streetsiii.

Whilst we cannot do anything about the 
mistakes of the past, we can all start to create 
urban road networks that recognise equality 
and respect the safety of all our citizens. The 
time has come for communities to demand 
that “20’s Plenty where people live”.

Rod King  
Campaign Manager, 20’s Plenty for Us

20’s Plenty for Us supports local campaigns 
throughout the country working for lower 
speeds on the roads in their authorities.
i DfT Cycling Personal Travel Factsheet - Jan 2007

ii Luc Int Panis Carolien Beckx and Steven Broekx 
(2006),  Impact of 30 km/h zone introduction on vehicle 
exhaust emissions in urban areas - 

iii British Social Attitudes Survey - 2005

the unsustainable transport to which those 
initiatives are targeted. 

We need a “paradigm shift” in our thinking 
which starts to recognise that the spaces 
between houses that we call streets are there 
to be used equitably by all, regardless of their 
wealth, health, age, or choice of transport 
mode.  

We need to ask ourselves how moral it is to 
promote walking and cycling if at the same 
time we do not make our streets safer places 
for people to cycle and walk. 

We need to ask whether “speed becomes 
greed” when it keeps the elderly in their 
homes and our children “bussed” to schools 
by parents through fear of traffic.

And in town halls throughout the country 
these questions are being asked and there is 
gradual recognition that “It’s the speed of the 
motor vehicles stupid”.

Portsmouth was the first city to take advantage 
of the changes in the DfT Guidance in 2006 
which lowered the “before” speed threshold 
for implementing 20 mph speed limits 
without traffic calming. The circular also 
recommended the use of 20 mph speed 
limits in residential areas and in the vicinity 
of schools where there is a high presence of 
vulnerable road users.

In2008 Portsmouth completed the setting of 
1,200 residential streets at a 20 mph speed 
limit. The cost was just £475,000 or £333 
per street. And now the DfT have reported 
on its audit of the 1st year of operation with 
results which show a 7 mph drop in average 
speeds on roads where previously the average 
was above 24 mph. There was also a 15% 
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