
  
Submission on Setting Speed limits to the National Road Safety 
Inquiry of the House of Representatives Transport and Regional 
Services Committee from the National Motorists Association of 
Australia (NMAA)  
  
The foundation stone for any speed limit policy is the requirement that speed 
limits must be set appropriately.  
The stagnation of all three road fatality ratios since 1997 per ATSB data is the 
determining factor in support of our demand for a change of direction. Current 
methodology of deliberately setting low speed limits has failed to reduce road 
fatalities.   
Our recommendation is to implement the 85th percentile method of setting 
speed limits. On the evidence, we believe it will assist greatly in reducing road 
fatalities and injuries in Australia. 
Quote: "Statistics show that roadways with speed limits set at the 85th 
percentile speed have fewer accidents ..."  
  
 

  

  
  

  

   

  

A SAFER SPEED LIMIT versus SPEEDS  LIMIT SET FOR REVENUE 

  

The internationally accepted method of setting speed limits is the 85th percentile 
method. State governments in Australia use the ”Big Brother knows best" 
approach and often deliberately set speed limits too low.  
A definition of the 85th percentile is the speed which 85 per cent of motorists 
consider to be the safe maximum in ideal conditions.  
The U S Institute of Transportation Engineers recommends the 85th percentile 
method for setting speed limits. Source: http://www.ite.org/pdf/spd_limits.PDF  
  

USA states typically have a clearly expressed speed limit policy. An example is 
the state of Washington. It explains the 85th percentile in its policy and provides 
these details: 
"Speed limits that reflect the behavior of the majority are determined by what 
engineers call the '85th percentile speed', or the speed that 85 out of 100 
vehicles travel at or below. This method is based on the principle that reasonable 
drivers will consider road conditions when selecting their speed of travel.  
Studies have consistently demonstrated that there are no significant changes in 

  

  



the 85th percentile speed following the posting of a revised speed limit.  
Statistics show that roadways with speed limits set at the 85th percentile speed 
have fewer accidents than roads where the posted speed limit is above or below 
the what the majority naturally travel."  
Source:  http://www.wsdot.wa.gov/biz/trafficoperations/traffic/limits.htm 

Many Australian motorists are not aware that there is a “U”-shaped curve 
depicting risk of accident versus vehicle speed. Such a graph is depicted on the 
Canadian (Road) Sense site.  

The graph depicting risk of accident versus vehicle speed is a "U"-shaped 
curve: 

 

Source: Canadian (Road) Sense at http://www.sense.bc.ca/research.htm 

  

In summary, the 85th percentile method is used throughout the USA and 
Canada. The Final Report on "The Effects of Raising and Lowering Speed 
Limits" was issued by the USA Federal government in 1992 - over a decade ago! 

The standard of road safety management in Australia is more than ten years out 
of kilter with internationally accepted practice. The state governments are aware 
of the 85th percentile. Tragically for road safety, instead of revising speed limits 
to this standard, state governments use it to determine which sites are the most 
lucrative locations for speed cameras.   

The NMAA is in full support of Deputy P M John Anderson's attached statements 
about the over-emphasis on speed. Many motorists are concerned that state 
“road safety policy” is devoted to raising revenue. We deserve better government 
than this.  

Our lives depend on it. 

This statement on behalf of the National Motorists Association of Australia 

is authorised by NMAA Vice President Harry Wood at sigti1@bigpond.com  
41 Grandview Drive, Hillbank, South Australia 5112   
and issued by 

Graham Pryor 
pryorg@austcoal.com.au 



  

  

  

Contacts – 

  

NSW: Michael Lane at michaellane@optusnet.com.au  
                 phone (02) 9449 7718 or 0402 431 703 

  

QLD: Jim Wright at jim_wri@hotmail.com  
                 phone (07) 3844 4035 or 0403 066 986 

  

VIC: Matthew Wren at sr071@optushome.com.au     
  

STH AUST: Marshall Peters marshall.peters@senet.com.au  
                          phone  (08) 8337 9732  
  
 
TAS: Mark Cunningham jakka@yahoo.com  
  phone:  0412 158 763 

  

Website: www.aussiemotorists.com  
  

General enquiries: enquiries@aussiemotorists.com  
  

  

  

  



  
Confirmation of road fatality statistics: 
  
The Australian road fatalities graph per 1,000 registered vehicles was 
published originally in 1998 as Monograph 23 by the Australian Transport 
Safety Bureau.  
Source: http://www.atsb.gov.au/road/pdf/mgraph23.pdf 
It was updated with more recent data by the Australian Bureau of Statistics in 
its Transport Special Article – A history of road fatalities in Australia (Year 
Book Australia, 2001).  
  
The plateauing or stagnation of the road fatalities graph over the last five 
years is provided by the Australian Transport Safety Bureau. Source: 
http://www.atsb.gov.au/road/stats/pdf/mrf112002.pdf.  The first graph 
shows the previous five years for Australia. Page 6 shows the graph for 
the previous five years in each state.  
  
  
It is preferable to use a ratio such as deaths per 10,000 vehicle registrations for 
fair comparison over time and between states.  
The following table of Australian Transport Safety Bureau statistics show that 
all three road fatality ratios have stagnated since 1997. Deaths per 10,000 
registrations, deaths per 100,000 of population and deaths per 100 million 
kilometres travelled have stagnated since 1997.  
 
This is a national disgrace. 
 
  
The road crash fatality rates for the last few decades have been copied from 
the publication ATSB Road Crash Data and Rates Australian States and 
Territories 1925 to 2001 available at 
http://www.atsb.gov.au/road/stats/pdf/crash_rates.pdf 
  





Confirmation of John Anderson’s statements about the over-emphasis on 
speed: 
  
 SMH quotes:  
 
Deputy Prime Minister John Anderson has ordered an inquiry into 
the nation's road deaths "amid concerns that safety experts might be 
focusing too heavily on speed". Mr Anderson said "[The road toll] has come 
down very well in the last decade or so, but is has plateaued in recent times". 
SMH, 7/1/03.   
 
Source URL: 
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2003/01/06/1041566362718.html 
 
 
 
  
 "Earlier this month, Mr Anderson criticised the emphasis on speed in road 
safety campaigns and expressed concern it "may blind us to other causes". 
SMH, 1/2/03. 
  
Source URL: 
http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2003/01/31/1043804519484.html 
 
 


