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Speed Management in Devon  
 
Report of the Director of Environment, Economy and Culture 
 
Please note that the following recommendations are subject to consideration and 
determination by the Executive (and confirmation un der the provisions of the 
Council’s Constitution) before taking effect.  
 
Recommendations:  It is recommended that: 
(a) the principles set out in Section 4 of this rep ort be used to develop working 

guidance for local speed limits; 
(b) as part of the Local Transport Plan Programme f or 2006 to 2011, a review of 

speed limits is undertaken in accordance with the p rinciples set out in this 
report, on a route by route basis, commencing with A roads; 

(c) in view of the strategic nature of this review and the need to ensure 
consistency of approach for motorists, that any res ultant changes to speed 
limits be dealt with on a route by route basis by t he Executive; 

(d) authority be given to the Director of Environme nt, Economy and Culture, in 
consultation with the Executive Member for Environm ent, to agree details of 
the County Council's continuing involvement in the Safety Camera Partnership 
for the period of the Devon Local Transport Plan. 

 
1. Summary 
 
This report proposes amended guidance for the implementation of a Speed Management 
Strategy, and recommends continued involvement by the County Council in the Safety 
Camera Partnership for Devon, Cornwall, Plymouth and Torbay. 
 
2. Background 
 
In the 1990s Government relaxed the criteria for speed limits, and introduced the scope for 
20 mph zones and limits.  During this period the County Council implemented speed limits in 
all significant communities on A and B roads in Devon. Speed limits were also introduced on 
roads between communities at isolated hazards. 
 
This has resulted in there being some inconsistency on the application of speed limits on 
routes across Devon, with some largely rural stretches of road without frontage development 
being subjected to speed limits. 
 
Following the introduction of speed enforcement safety cameras, arrangements were made 
by Government for hypothecation of fine income, leading to the establishment of Safety 
Camera Partnerships.   Government has now revised its approach to the funding of Safety 
Camera Partnerships.  
 
3. The Principles of Imposing Speed Limits 
 
The basic objectives behind speed limits are: 

• to reduce crash rates and severity, 
• to improve the environment, 
• to reduce public anxiety, 



• to reduce severance by fast moving traffic, 
• to improve conditions and facilities for vulnerable users. 

Speed limits should not be used to attempt to solve the problem of isolated hazards, such as 
a single road junction or a bend, since speed limits are difficult to enforce over such a short 
length. Other measures such as vehicle actuated and static warning signs, junction 
improvements, super elevation of bends and new or improved street lighting are likely to be 
more effective. Similarly, the provision of adequate footways can be an effective means of 
ensuring pedestrian safety as an alternative to lowering a speed limit over a short distance.  

 
The relationship between speed and safety is complex.  However, the most important factor 
in achieving compliance with mandatory speed limits is for the driver to be able to 
understand why the character of the road and the local environment have resulted in the 
imposition of a particular speed limit. Drivers are likely to expect and respect lower limits, 
and be influenced when deciding on what is an appropriate speed, where they can see there 
are potential hazards, for example outside schools, in residential areas and in shopping 
streets. A principal aim in determining appropriate speed limits should therefore be to alert 
drivers to changes in road geometry or environment. 
 
Different road users perceive risks differently and drivers and riders of motor vehicles do not 
have the same perception of the hazards of speed as do pedestrians, cyclists and 
equestrians. Furthermore sometimes the "messages" given by the road environment and 
geometry can be contradictory. Introducing or changing a local speed limit indicated by 
signing alone without accompanying education and effective engineering changes to the 
road itself is unlikely to have sufficient influence on driver behaviour to change actual speeds 
to below the new limit. 
 
There are a number of tools that can be used to achieve compliance with speed limits: 
 

• Engineering: to change the character of the local road environment by deploying 
traffic calming features e.g. speed cushions, road marking to create a visual 
narrowing effect and gateway features. 

• Education: this includes training of offenders, cycle training and targeted campaigns. 
• Enforcement: targeted police enforcement action to address problem areas. 

 
Consideration of the above basic principles suggests that speed limits need to be associated 
primarily with towns and villages, and they need to be applied in a consistent manner, if the 
respect of the motorist is to be obtained.  Whilst the above statement may be considered 
obvious, it is also true that in the past this simple convention has not always been applied.  
As a consequence, some of the speed limits in existence on Devon's road network are 
considered to be set at the wrong level for the prevailing traffic conditions. 
 
4. Developing Speed Limit Guidance 
 
The basic principles of speed limit guidance for Devon might be that: 
 

• 30 mph should be the norm in communities; 
 

• 20 mph should apply on short lengths of highway at locations of significant 
pedestrian activity/pedestrian vehicle conflict, such as town and city centres, and 
outside major schools [where such a limit may well be on a part-time basis only].  20 
mph limits may also be appropriate for living areas within larger communities where 
they are part of an overall transport strategy; 

 



• the national speed limit, 60 mph, should apply on the single carriageway road 
network between communities, where there is no specific crash record justification 
for a lower speed limit; 

 
• lower limits such as 40 mph, or occasionally 50 mph, should only be considered 

where there is a record and trend of speed related crashes in a rural area, or 
between closely spaced intermittent areas with frontage development, and after the 
effect of alternative techniques such as vehicle activated signs have been exhausted.   

 
Occasionally it may be appropriate to use a short length of 40mph or 50mph speed limit as a 
intermediate transition between a length of road subject to a national limit and another length 
on which a lower limit is in force, for example on the outskirts of villages or urban areas with 
adjoining intermittent development. However, the use of such transitional limits should be 
restricted to sections of road where immediate speed reduction causes real difficulty or is 
likely to be less effective. Research and experience has shown that a 'countdown' system of 
successive short lengths of road with mandatory limits at gradually decreasing speeds is not 
effective, and it should be avoided. 
 
Application of such guidance will mean that in some locations existing speed limits will need 
to be changed and this provides a context for a consistent approach to speed management, 
with the objectives of preventing speed related accidents, and enhancing environmental 
conditions and accessibility within communities.   It is proposed that, as part of the Local 
Transport Plan Programme, a review of speed limits be undertaken on a route by route 
basis, starting with A roads, during the period of the second Local Transport Plan. 
 
This proposal has been discussed with the Devon and Cornwall Constabulary who have 
agreed to actively support and be involved in the review. 
 
5. Enforcement of Speed Limits 
 
Enforcement is naturally a key element of speed limits, and this inevitably draws upon the 
limited resources of the police.  There is continuing commitment from the Devon and 
Cornwall Constabulary to highway policing in order to maintain safety, but their resources 
are limited and it is not possible for the police to be conducting enforcement activity across 
the whole network at any one time. 
 
An important element of speed limit enforcement has been provided over the past decade by 
the deployment of safety cameras, which are located at places on the road network where 
there is a history of speed related accidents.  For the last few years the income from 
speeding fines imposed as a result of safety camera infringements has been used to directly 
support this enforcement activity, which is being managed through the establishment of 
Safety Camera Partnerships.  In the South West Peninsula a single Safety Camera 
Partnership was established involving Devon and Cornwall County Councils, Plymouth and 
Torbay Unitary Councils, the Highways Agency and the Devon and Cornwall Constabulary.   
 
From April 2007, the funding arrangements for camera enforcement of speeds, and also red 
light cameras at traffic signals, will change.  Funding for the Safety Camera Partnerships will 
no longer come from hypothecated fines.  Instead, Local Transport Plan Authorities will be 
given a grant allocation from Government [part revenue and part capital], as part of the Local 
Transport Plan Settlement.  The intention of Government is that this funding can be used not 
just for enforcement by means of safety cameras, but also for other speed/safety related 
measures such as the implementation of interactive speed warning signs, the provision of 
promotion and training material aimed at reducing inappropriate speed, the review of existing 
speed limits and the implementation of revised speed limits along a route.   
 



The flexibility afforded by the new funding arrangements is to be welcomed.  There would 
appear to be merit in using some of the funding for vehicle activated warning signs, which 
trials have shown to be effective in achieving speed reduction.  It is proposed that in Devon 
in the first year of the new partnership some 25% of the available revenue funding be used 
for vehicle activated signs and their support, and speed limit reviews with the remainder 
being used for camera enforcement.  The results would be monitored with the non camera 
proportion increasing year on year to 40%. There is also strong merit in continuing with the 
established format of a safety camera partnership for the Peninsula, albeit with enforcement 
activity set at a slightly lower level than hitherto, as the revenue budget which has been 
made available to the authorities is lower than the cost of running the existing camera 
partnership. 
 
Discussions with the potential partners through the Standing Committee on Traffic and 
Safety has indicated that there is agreement on the retention of a Devon and Cornwall 
Partnership involved with the local highway authorities [Devon, Cornwall, Plymouth, Torbay] 
the Highways Agency, Her Majesty's Courts Services and Devon and Cornwall 
Constabulary.   
 
A Service Level Agreement will need to be prepared between all the agencies involved, to 
cover the cost of operation of the partnership and protect the interests of each individual 
partner.  Such an agreement would commit Devon County Council to a share of the costs 
incurred by the police and the courts in carrying out enforcement and processing offences.  It 
is proposed that authority be delegated to officers, in consultation with the Executive 
Member for Environment, to approve details of the Service Level Agreement and to set up 
contacts for the establishment of arrangements for governance of the Safety Camera 
Programme during the term of the second Local Transport Plan. 
 
6. Sustainability Considerations 
 
Speed management is an important element of creating sustainable communities.  
Inappropriate speed limits undermine driver compliance and reduce respect for the speed 
limit regime.  Appropriate traffic speeds improve road safety and encourage local 
movements of walking and cycling. Excessive speeds can also increase emissions from cars 
and other vehicles. 
 
7. Financial Considerations 
 
From discussion with adjacent highway authorities, it seems that all are willing to provide a 
sufficient proportion of their Local Transport Plan and safety camera funding allocations from 
2007/08 to support continued operation of a safety camera partnership.  There will be no 
financial incentive for excessive enforcement, the primary driver being the reduction of 
crashes. 
 
8. Equality Considerations 
 
There are no known equality issues posed by this report. 
 
9. Options/Alternatives 
 
An alternative approach would be to retain the existing pattern of speed limits.  However, this 
is not considered appropriate as there are acknowledged inconsistencies at present. 



With regard to safety cameras, it would be possible to discontinue enforcement.  However, 
this would risk a trend of increasing accident numbers, particularly in the vicinity of camera 
sites.  Also, Government could well remove the allocation for road safety if authorities 
decided not to use some of the funding for continued operation of safety cameras. 
 
10. Reason for Recommendation/Conclusion 
 
In light of the above, application of a consistent speed management framework and 
continuation of a safety camera partnership, seems the most appropriate course of action. 
 

Edward Chorlton 
 

Electoral Divisions: All 
 
Executive Member for Environment, 
Councillor Margaret Rogers 
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