
Increasingly cities and towns both in Australia and 
overseas, have adopted 40 km/h or lower speed 
limits to reduce traffic injuries and improve health, 
transport efficiency, the environment, economy 
and community liveability. In addition, traffic 
calming treatments have been used to slow down 
traffic where the speed limits have been lowered, 
or have been used to slow traffic in the absence of 
a speed limit change.  

At a collision speed of 30 km/h pedestrians have some 
chance of surviving a crash but this rapidly decreases with 
higher speed, with the majority killed if hit by a car at 50 
km/h or above.1 In South Australia, the speed limit around 
some schools has been set to 25 km/h in recognition of 
pedestrian vulnerability. In Unley, a 40 km/h limit on all 
local streets has been in place since 1999 as well as in 
numerous other suburbs in Adelaide such as Bowden/
Brompton and North Haven. In some Melbourne suburbs 
and also on main roads through shopping precincts a 40 
km/h speed limit has been applied. Brisbane CBD is now a 
40 km/h zone. European cities such as Sweden, Germany 
and Britain are implementing 30 km/h speed limits on 
residential and shopping strips as world’s best practice. 

Initial indications of the effectiveness of the Swedish 30 
km/h speed limit suggest that average speeds and traffic flow 
remain relatively unaffected while the maximum speed has 
decreased notably.2 

In South Australia councils are considering reducing speeds 
in order to make their shopping precincts and mainstreets 
more attractive to pedestrians, cyclists and public transport 
users and to add value to the local economy.21 Slower 
speeds add to the amenity of the area, by improving street 
environments. Currently vehicle speeds are a threat to safety 
of these road users. Councils are also considering reducing 
speeds in built-up neighbourhood areas.

There has been some reluctance to undertake this effective 
public health measure because of community concerns 
that it will increase congestion, travel times and pollution; 
negatively affect public transport services and impact on the 
surrounding neighbourhoods. In isolation, speed reduction 
schemes could cause driver confusion.3  

This position statement provides evidence for the positive 
benefits to health and wellbeing from reducing vehicle 
speeds. 

Slow Motion: Why reducing speed will promote 
walking and cycling

Position Snapshot

Further Information: Heart Foundation, 155 Hutt St, Adelaide South Australia 5000
08 8224 2863  ps@heartfoundation.org.au

CALL TO ACTION
The Heart Foundation (SA) is calling 
for 30 km/h in residential areas and 40 
km/h on busy roads where there is high 
pedestrian and cyclist activity.

The Heart Foundation (SA) works 
towards creating places that encourage 
more people to walk more often. 
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Arguments for and against speed limit reductions

Opponents say Response

Lowering speed limits will cause 
congestion and increase travel time

In busy urban environments the average journey speeds are considerably less than the set 
speed limits.4

Data shows that lowering speed limits in built up urban areas has a minimal impact on 
drivers’ travel time.5

Lower speed limits reduce delays – meaning smoother progression of traffic flow4 or 
harmonic traffic rhythm2 – under medium congestion levels.

Adjusting traffic lights in slower speed areas will minimise delays, generate smoother traffic 
flow and relieve congestion.4, 6

Drivers assume that driving faster will reduce overall travel time – not true in urban 
environments! Travel time is mostly influenced by frequent stopping or slowing down, such 
as at intersections and rail crossings.2

In Unley, travel time has decreased only slightly since the 40 km/h speed limit.7

Traffic congestion in urban areas is a major consideration for assessing various modes of 
transport. Lowering speed limits will encourage more walking and cycling, and this shift 
will add capacity to our roads and reduce the strain on public transport services.8

Changing speed limits will cause driver 
confusion

Speed limits should be one part of an overall strategy to calm traffic and improve the 
walking and cycling environments.9

Cars are more fuel efficient at higher 
speeds – fuel consumption and 
emissions will be higher

Reducing speeds is not just about reducing pollution it’s about driver safety, pedestrian and 
cyclist safety, improving health and increasing trader business.

Emissions may be reduced under a 40 km/h speed limit compared to a 60 km/h.7

If people shift from cars to active transport there will be reduced noise and air pollution.10

Lower speed coupled with signal coordination can actually reduce emissions and fuel 
consumption.4

Aggressive driving such as accelerating hard from traffic lights and lane changing is a much 
bigger factor in fuel consumption than vehicle speed.2

Reducing speed limits are just about 
raising revenue through speeding fines

No, it’s about putting people and their safety first. 

It will improve the walkability and liveability of the city.

What is the problem?
•	 Less than 30% of South Australians are 

meeting their recommended daily physical 
activity levels for health gain.11

•	 Sedentary behaviour is believed to be 
associated with the rise in overweight and 
obesity, and has been shown to increase an 
individual’s risk of cardiovascular disease, 
and type 2 diabetes.12 

•	 For many older people a sense of not having 
enough time to cross a road safely can result 
in a loss of confidence which leads to a loss 
of mobility.13

•	 Pedestrians and cyclists struck by a motor 
vehicle travelling at 50 km/h have about an 
85% chance of being killed, while at 30 km/h 
this drops to 10%.9
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How reducing speeds will improve health

1.	 Increase the number of people walking and cycling every day
•	 Lowering speed limits in busy pedestrian areas will make these 

streets more walking and cycling friendly.

•	 It’s a good way to get kids back on bikes and riding to school. 
Evidence has shown that traffic calming measures such as speed 
reductions increase the number of children allowed to walk, cycle 
and play outside14.

•	 Pedestrians and cyclists are legitimate road users but their needs 
for safe journeys are often over-looked by car-orientated transport 
systems.

•	 Application of speed limits is often considered a traffic 
management issue – however it can also be part of wider 
improvements and initiatives to improve the walking environment.

2.	 Increase safety for drivers, cyclists and pedestrians
•	 Lowering speed limits offers significant road safety benefits15.
•	 Studies have found that speed reduction schemes improve 

people’s perception of safety and increase involvement in regular 
physical activity.

•	 Lowering speeds will lower fatal accidents, especially involving 
children.

•	 In the UK it is considered that 30mph (48 km/h) is often too fast in 
many residential areas, particularly where there are a significant 
number of pedestrians, especially children, the elderly, the 
disabled and cyclists.

The Impact of Speed on Pedestrian Survival
Research into the capacity of the human body to absorb crash energy indicates that speeds would ideally be less than 
30km/h in where conflict with people walking and cycling is possible, less than 50km/h where vehicle side-impacts are 
possible and less than 70km/h where head on collisions are possible. 17

In 2004 road safety research showed that lower vehicle speeds strongly correlate to the pedestrian’s chance of surviving 
a crash. The figure here compares international and historic data to illustrate the increased likelihood of a pedestrian 
surviving a motor vehicle crash in lower motor vehicle speed environments.18 A 2010 paper showed that school speed 
zone reductions were associated with a significant reduction in child pedestrian trauma in the identified school zones.19 

“...research  
showed that lower  
vehicle speeds strongly 
correlate to the pedestrian’s 
chance of surviving a crash”
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Source 17

Reducing speeds in neighbourhoods and shopping precincts makes the road system safer, or perceived to be safer, for all users.9 
This perception of safety removes a major barrier to people walking or cycling, and can encourage increased physical activity 
levels. In addition, the community’s health and wellbeing improves through more active living, and results in environmental 
improvements such as less air and noise pollution and safer, healthier neighbourhoods.
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Terminology
Congestion: Also known as high traffic volume. Congestion occurs when preceding vehicles prevent the adoption of a discretionary free-flow speed.  
It Regular/cyclic congestion occurs at peak travel times such as early morning and late-afternoon, when car users are travelling to work, home or 
school. Irregular congestion occurs due to incidents such as break-downs and traffic accidents and impacts us more because of its random nature.

High density urban areas: city areas with pedestrians, especially children, the elderly, the disabled and cyclists.

Mainstreet: A street or street section that contains mixed-uses that enable social interaction and attract custom of the local and wider community.

Traffic calming: A general description of the methods used to physically enforce lower traffic speeds and to reduce traffic volumes.20 

Vulnerable users: Pedestrians, especially children, the elderly and the disabled.
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Resources
Streets for People. A Compendium for South Australian Practice. 2012. 
http://saactivelivingcoalition.com.au/

Do slower speeds mean longer travel time?
For communities overall, the small increase in travel time will be far outweighed by the reduced risk of car accidents 
associated with lowering speeds. This is a difficult argument to make to people who are concerned about their individual 
travel time. However, speed limits and speed travelled are not the major factors in travel time in urban environments. Of 
more significance are signal timings, number and type of intersections, or trouble finding parking. At rush hour in Adelaide 
CBD and feeder roads, the average travel speed is significantly slower than the speed limit. In addition, lower speeds mean 
fewer crashes, and fewer crashes means less delays. Improving intersection safety and function and coordinating signal 
timing are better ways to improve flow than increasing traffic speed.16

http://saactivelivingcoalition.com.au/

