
SUBMISSION FROM BRAKE 
 
About Brake 
1. Brake is an independent road safety charity, dedicated to stopping death and 

injury on UK roads and caring for people bereaved and seriously injured in road 
crashes. 

 
2. Brake carries out research into road users‟ attitudes on a range of road safety 

issues, including driver attitudes and behaviour; aspects of learning to drive; 
training and testing; traffic law and its enforcement; and charges and penalties for 
traffic offences. 

 
3. Through trained volunteers, Brake delivers road safety education to thousands of 

people in their local communities each year. This allows the organisation to 
collate additional information on the attitudes and self-reported behaviour of 
drivers. 

 
4. Brake also provides a range of services for road safety and fleet safety 

professionals. These include news bulletins and information sheets, workshops 
and conferences that disseminate international research and information on 
effective policies and best practice initiatives. 

 
Q10 Do you have any specific views on the proposed changes to speed limits, 
drink driving limits, air-weapons and other matters (e.g. Scottish Crown Estate 
Commissioner, BBC Trust etc.)? 
 
DRINK DRIVING LIMITS 

5. In 2008, 40 people were killed in Scotland by drivers who were over the legal 
alcohol limit. 170 people were severely injured which means that they suffered 
injuries such as brain damage, paralysis and loss of limbs1.  

 
6. Brake believes that lowering the drink drive limit to 20mg per 100ml of blood 

would help to reduce this toll as well as reducing the number of deaths and 
injuries that are caused by drink drivers who are below the current legal limit. 
Brake‟s priority is that the drink drive limit in the UK is lowered as widely as 
possible. However, as the Government in Whitehall has not announced an 
intention to do this, we would welcome legislation that enables Scotland to 
introduce a 20mg or less drink drive limit and become a leader within the UK.     

 

Country comparisons 

7. Currently the drink drive limit in Scotland, England, Northern Ireland and Wales is 
80mg per 100ml alcohol. This is the highest limit in Europe, shared only with 
Malta.  

 
8. As the academic evidence has strengthened over time, European countries have 

reduced their drink drive limits, however Great Britain has not yet committed to 
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doing so. Most EU countries have a drink drive limit of 50mg/100ml, but in 
Sweden, Poland, Estonia, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary it has been 
lowered to 20mg/100ml or less. The European Commission adopted a 
recommendation in January 2001 which proposed harmonisation of the BAC 
level at 50mg or below2.  

 
9. The Environment Department in the Northern Ireland Government plans to 

reduce the drink drive limit to 50mg per 100ml blood through legislation to be 
made in 2012. This means a precedent is currently being set for lower limits in 
devolved countries of the UK.   

 
The academic evidence 

10. Brake believes that the blood alcohol limit should be reduced to 20mg alcohol per 
100ml blood – a zero tolerance approach that allows for residual and naturally 
occurring alcohol in the body. This is in line with research showing that even 
small amounts of alcohol in the blood lengthen reaction times, impair judgment, 
and make you more susceptible to sleepiness. One recent academic study 
showed a significant deterioration in driving skills when drivers had 40mg alcohol 
per 100ml of blood.3 A NICE review concluded that those with 20-50mg alcohol 

per 100ml of blood are at least three times more likely to die in a crash than those 
with no alcohol in their blood.4 When Sweden lowered its drink-drive limit from 
50mg to 20mg per 100ml of blood, drink-drive deaths fell by 10%.5 

 
11. Brake believes that a lower limit of 20mg would help to eliminate confusion 

among drivers about how much alcohol they can consume legally and safely if 
they are driving. The Government‟s own advice states that you should not drink 
any alcohol if you are driving, but our current limit is interpreted by many as 
meaning that one or two drinks before driving is safe and legal. Brake‟s 2010 
survey of 800 drivers showed that many drivers don‟t understand that their driving 
will be affected after a very small amount of alcohol: 31% thought their driving 
wouldn‟t be affected unless they drank two units of alcohol, while 14% thought 
their driving wouldn‟t be affected unless they drank three or four units.6 Brake is 

concerned that this confusion would prevail if the limit was lowered to 50mg 
rather than 20mg. Given that drivers would face different drink drive limits on 
either side of the Scottish border, there is an even greater need to avoid 
confusion over how much is „too much‟.  

 
12. Brake‟s 2010 survey of UK drivers on drink and drug driving also indicated that 

not only do the majority (71%) support a lower drink-drive limit, the majority of 
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3 Alcohol Consumption Impairs Detection of Performance Errors in Mediofrontal Cortex, The University of 
Leiden, 2002   
4 NICE Review of effectiveness of laws limiting blood alcohol concentration levels to reduce alcohol-related 
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5 The Globe 2003 issue 2, Institute of Alcohol Studies, 2003 
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those would prefer a 20mg limit: of the 800 drivers we surveyed, 55% supported 
a 20mg limit, while 16% supported a 50mg limit.7 

 
13. Evidence from other countries also suggests that lowering the drink drive limit is 

effective in reducing drink driving among those who exceed the limit by a larger 
margin, as well as those who would otherwise be under the limit had it not been 
reduced. This found to be the case in the Australian Capital Territory when it 
reduced its limit from 80mg to 50mg per 100ml of blood in 1991.8 

  
A leader in the UK 

14. If Scotland were given the power to reduce the drink drive limit and if, following 
the academic evidence, it used this power to take a zero tolerance approach to 
drink driving, it would become the UK leader in tackling the scourge of drink 
driving.  

 
15. Not only is Northern Ireland intending to lower its limit in the near future (to 50mg) 

but the possibility of lowering the limit across the UK has also been considered. 
In 2010 the UK parliamentary Transport Select Committee recommended that the 
UK should work towards reducing the drink drive limit to 20mg. An Independent 
Review by Sir Peter North published last year also recommended lowering the 
limit to 50mg, but acknowledged that there is a good case for a reduction to 
20mg/ 100ml. Brake believes that delaying the move to a lower limit cannot be 
justified given the lives that could be saved if this step was taken now. 

 
16. If Scotland used the opportunity to reduce its limit to 20mg, it would send a clear 

message that Scotland values the safety of its citizens and will not tolerate 
preventable deaths on the road that tear apart families and communities.  

 
SPEED LIMITS 

17. The power to reduce the national speed limit (and lower limits on individual roads 
where there are greater risks) would offer Scotland an opportunity to improve 
road safety where the UK parliament is stalling.  

 
18. Brake‟s priority is that measures to improve road safety are put in place as widely 

as possible, and so ideally Brake would like the UK government to implement our 
recommendations for lower default limits. However, where this is not happening 
at UK-wide level, but there is opportunity for this to happen through devolved 
governments, we would welcome it.  

 
19. Brake believes that the default urban limit should be lowered to 20mph (so that 

only major through-routes would have a higher limit), with ring-fenced funding 
provided to enable this to be delivered.  

 
20. Brake believes that the national speed limit should be lowered from 60mph to 

50mph, with lower limits where risks are higher, and funding provided to enable 
this. 
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The academic evidence 

21. For your child to be mown down by a vehicle and killed or seriously injured is any 
parent‟s worst nightmare. However, for many parents, this is a devastating reality. 
Scotland has already worked hard within the current legislative framework to 
reduce the number of families that are faced with such a tragedy. They have 
reduced the number of children killed or seriously injured on built-up roads by 
71% compared to the 94-98 average baseline set out under the last road safety 
strategy. One reason for this might be that Scotland has invested in increasing 
the number of 20mph zones outside schools in recent years. However in 2009, 
two children were killed and 171 were seriously injured as they walked or cycled 
on built-up Scottish roads. That means that every two days a family in Scotland is 
told that their child has been in a serious incident that may mean permanent 
disability. By implementing a default urban limit of 20mph, child pedestrians and 
cyclists would be offered far greater protection around their homes, all schools, 
community centres, shops and most other places that they like to go to.  

 
22. International academic evidence shows that 20mph limits and zones in residential 

areas and around community facilities are effective in improving road safety,9 and 
deliver other related benefits, such as improving opportunities for walking and 
cycling, supporting work to reduce carbon emissions and improve health.  

 
23. A recent study of the 399 20mph zones in London showed that 20mph zones are 

incredibly effective in reducing casualties on the roads where they are placed and 
even on the surrounding roads. They found that the introduction of 20mph zones 
was associated with 41.9% reduction in road casualties, after adjustment for 
underlying time trends. When they looked specifically at the effect on children, 
they found that there was a 50.2% reduction in the numbers of children aged 0 – 
15 killed or seriously injured. Significantly, they also found that there was no 
evidence of casualty migration to areas adjacent to 20mph zones, where 
casualties also fell slightly by an average of 8%.10 Studies have also found that 

20mph limits, if introduced widely across large areas, are effective in lowering 
average speeds and reducing casualties even when supported by signs alone 
(i.e. without features like road humps to enforce the limit)11. 

 
24. 20mph limits can now be enforced by average speed cameras as well as by 

traditional engineering measures such as road humps12. Transport for London is 
currently setting up the first large scale trial of average speed cameras for 
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12 Specs3 average speed camera type approved by the Home Office, see 
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enforcement of speed limits on 20mph roads13. Given the academic evidence on 
the effectiveness of other fixed and average speed cameras to enforce speed 
limits,14 it seems likely that cameras for 20mph limits will be effective at reducing 

casualties, improving community safety and saving money. 
 
25. Evidence also suggests that the national speed limit is inappropriately high for 

many rural roads and that lowering the limit on rural roads would help reduce 
casualties15 and the disproportionately high number of deaths that happen on 
rural roads. In Great Britain, 61% of road deaths happened on rural roads in 2009 
despite only 33% of crashes occurring there16. Compliance with speed limits on 

rural roads is high, yet a large proportion of crashes on these roads involve 
speed as a contributory factor17. 

 
26. Country roads often have dangerous sharp bends and unexpected hazards. 

Drivers share the roads with cyclists, horse riders and joggers who may be 
invisible to drivers around the corner or over the next brow. Pedestrians hit on a 
rural road are nearly three times as likely to be killed as pedestrians on urban 
roads.18  

 
27. Lowering the default limit from 60mph to 50mph, with lower limits where risks are 

higher, will help to the disproportionally high death toll on these roads.  
 

A leader in the UK 

28. Scotland has already shown it is progressive through its aim to implement 20mph 
limits outside all schools in Scotland. By having the ability to reduce limits through 
the Scotland Bill, Scotland could take the next step and reduce the default urban 
limit to 20mph, making it a leader in the UK.  

 
29. The power to reduce the national speed limit in Scotland would benefit Scottish 

citizens by reducing the death toll of the high number of rural roads in Scotland. It 
would be an important policy to protect Scottish lives and show that Scotland 
takes a progressive and responsible stance to road safety and values the security 
of its citizens.  

 
30. If Scotland were to introduce a zero tolerance drink drive limit, as well as reduce 

the national and urban speed limits, it would have made very significant inroads 
to tackling some of the biggest issues in road safety and would be on its way to 
becoming a world leader in road safety. By taking these steps, Scotland would be 
living up to its commitment to work towards its vision, outlined in the Scottish 
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Road Safety Framework to 2020, for “a future where no-one is killed on 
Scotland's roads”19; a vision which is both highly commendable and achievable.  

 
January 2011 
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