Should ECRA adopt 20mph limits for residential roads in Coulsdon?

A reply from Peter Morgan, ECRA member and former Coulsdon NP Road Safety Rep

In the last edition of The Review, Charles King advocated a general speed limit of 20mph on all roads in Coulsdon apart from a small number of designated A and B roads.  Charles made a strong if rather one-sided case for this suggestion.  I believe we should make a calm and rational analysis of the issue.

There are a number of issues to consider before ECRA adopts a policy of advocating 20mph limits across Coulsdon.  I am sure we all support sensible measures which are the most cost-effective way of cutting road casualties.  As NP Roads Rep for 4 years and as a roads rep for 11 years before then, I was involved in regular discussions with Croydon Council and TfL officers and others on traffic management and road safety issues. Sadly the issue of 20mph speed limits has become politicised over recent years.

(1) Is it appropriate for ECRA to have general policies on traffic management measures?  I would say not.

There are a wide range of traffic management tools that can be used.  Besides changing the speed limit, one can think of a wide range of traffic calming measures, such as speed humps, cushions and tables, chicanes, one-way streets, signage.  Then there are bus lanes, parking and waiting restrictions, charges and penalties, traffic signals, controlled parking zones, weight and width limits, lorry bans etc.  Is ECRA to have a policy of support or opposition to each of these?  How would this be determined?

I say that ECRA should not adopt any policy in favour of or against any of these measures.  Instead I say ECRA should be aware of the range of possible traffic management tools, and should support local residents in advocating any tool where it is agreed to be the best way of tackling a problem.  For example, many say the Bypass bus lane is a mistake, but that does not mean ECRA should oppose all bus lanes.  Equally, some proposed parking restrictions are necessary and others are not.  For example, in the Reddown Road area, there was and still is general support for the one hour curfew controlled parking zone.  However in Coulsdon Woods there is no demand for a CPZ.  So rather than support or oppose yellow lines or CPZ’s in general, ECRA would support some, but not support others.

(2) Is it appropriate for ECRA to have a policy on a 20mph limit across Coulsdon?  I would say not.

There are a number of questions here.  I will discuss the issue of going outside ECRA’s area, and priorities for council spending on the road network and on road safety later.

The general view is that 20mph limits can be an effective way of tacking an accident problem, however I must take issue with a number of points in the analysis put forward by Charles King.

Firstly, we should judge possible changes in the management of Coulsdon’s road network by what is appropriate for this area, and practice elsewhere is not necessarily relevant.  In Coulsdon, there is not an injury problem on the vast majority of residential side roads.  The problems of accidents and casualties are very much concentrated on the main roads, along with a few key through side roads such as Portnalls Road.  Accident rates on roads such as Reddown Road are extremely low.

Secondly, the data quoted from Portsmouth is misleading.  The DfT report itself also says that it is too soon to judge the success or failure of this scheme, that serious accidents stayed the same and that serious injuries increased, and that all the accident changes so far are statistically insignificant.

Thirdly, the 20mph limit issue has become politicised.  I regret that the DfT webpage quoted does not give a fair and unbiased analysis.  For example it states there are 3400 deaths a year, when the figure is actually around 2600.  It also makes claims of rates of death for people “hit by vehicles” which are wildly different from those it uses for its 20-30-40 adverts.  For example, the webpage says 20% of those hit at 30 die, but the adverts say it is 50%.  These wild variations in the data must prompt doubt over any conclusions.

Fourthly, advocating this 20mph speed limit would be a highly contentious and controversial if not divisive policy.  It is dangerous for ECRA to advocate a policy which some members will strongly support and others will strongly oppose – as I know is the case here.  ECRA surely must ensure that anything it advocates publicly takes account of the range of views of its members, and if they are split on an issue, then it must be very wary.

Fifthly, why should this policy be a priority for ECRA, or indeed the council?  There are other more pressing ways to spend money on improving road safety. What should be the policy approach for improving road safety?  We should surely look at the most cost-effective way to cut casualties.  The evidence suggests that other methods should come before a blanket 20mph limit.  I say if the residents in a particular side road want a 20mph limit, then ECRA may support them, but residents of Reddown Road, for example, should not seek to impose a 20 limit on Downs Road, never mind on Coulsdon Rise.

(3) Why should ECRA adopt a policy on roads outside its own area, and why restrict it to Coulsdon?

I say ECRA should not adopt a policy of changing the traffic management on residential side roads outside its area.

I doubt the residents of roads in the area of OCRA, CWRA or HADRA would like ECRA to start advocating changes to the traffic management of their own residential side streets.  ECRA has a legitimate interest in the main roads such as Coulsdon Road and the Brighton Road, as these provide access to the ECRA area, and are used by most ECRA members.  ECRA does not really have any interest in side roads such as Canons Hill, Hartley Old Road or The Grove, and I say it would be inappropriate for ECRA to advocate changes to traffic management there. 

(4) What is the council’s position on this issue?

The council have made clear that they do not support 20mph limits across Coulsdon, for example when this was suggested at a public meeting on Bradmore Green.

The council policy is to target road safety spending at locations where accidents and injuries are occurring.  Most people would agree that this is the most effective way of cutting road casualties, which we all support.  If the council proposed a 20mph limit on any roads within the ECRA area, ECRA would have to decide whether to support this, oppose it or leave to individuals, and might need to consult its members in that road or group of roads.

(5) What about the side effects of 20mph speed limits?

Is it necessary? – Most people would say there are many side roads in Coulsdon where speeds of 25-30 mph are often perfectly reasonable, for example Chaldon Way.  Traveling at 20 rather than at 30 means a journey takes half as long again.  Traveling at 20 rather than at 30 means worse fuel consumption and higher emissions.  Cars are most fuel efficient at speeds of 30-50 mph.  As the speed drops below 30, fuel economy gets much worse.  Thus a 20 limit across Coulsdon would mean journeys taking longer, burning more fuel, and producing more pollutants and CO2, while accident data suggests little improvement.

(6) How would any general 20mph limit be enforced?

Charles appears to suggest that signs alone would be right for Coulsdon.  There is strong evidence that signs alone have little effect on vehicle speeds.  Police policy is that 20 limits should be self-enforcing, and they will not actively enforce them.  If 10% of drivers stick to the law and reduce their speed by the full 10 mph, then the other 90% can continue as before and still there would be a 1mph average reduction.  It is usually safer if everyone drives at about the same speed, rather than to have some going more slowly.

In summary, I would say that while a 20mph speed limit across Coulsdon may at first sight seem a good idea, there are greater priorities for spending to improve road safety.  I would also say it is not an appropriate for a local resident association to advocate a general 20mph speed limit.

