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68% of drivers say removing hard
shoulders on motorways compromises
safety
More than two-thirds (68%) of drivers in England questioned by the RAC
think removing the hard shoulder, as is happening on the ever-increasing
number of the country’s smart motorways, compromises safety for those who
breakdown in a live lane.
To increase capacity on the country’s busiest roads over one hundred miles of
hard shoulder have been converted by Highways England into running lanes

for traffic, many removed permanently on ‘all lane running’ smart
motorways. On these stretches, SOS refuge areas are spaced up to 1.6 miles
(2.5km) apart.
The RAC Report on Motoring 2019 found a considerable level of concern
about the potential impact of breakdowns or accidents on safety and
congestion on this new type of motorway.
Among those motorists who say they have driven on an ‘all lane running’
smart motorway, seven-in-10 (72%) are worried about not being able to reach
an emergency SOS area if they break down. Only 10% are not bothered by
this whereas nearly a fifth (18%) didn’t have an opinion either way.
Data for the RAC Report on Motoring also revealed six-in-10 drivers (59%)
think the distance between SOS areas, at up to 1.6 miles (2.5km) apart, is too
great, with only 13% disagreeing and 28% not expressing a view.
Only half of drivers who have driven on an ‘all lane running’ smart motorway
(51%) say they know what to do if they break down and are unable to reach a
refuge area, meaning the remainder are unclear.
When incidents occur on smart motorways, lanes are closed via a red X which
is illuminated either on the digital gantries located above the lane or on
verge-mounted variable message signs. This includes the inside lane, which
was formerly the hard shoulder but is now a permanent running lane.
This affords broken-down drivers some protection as long as lanes are closed
quickly and other motorists obey the signs. When those with experience of
‘all lane running’ smart motorways were asked whether most motorists abide
by ‘red Xs’, 62% said they felt they did, but almost one-in-five (18%) claimed
they did not. Separate RAC research conducted earlier this year revealed that
more than a fifth of drivers (23%) have driven in a closed lane. Highways
England is due to begin using enforcement cameras to catch those ignoring
‘red Xs’ imminently.
There is also a very strong feeling among motorists about the impact of an
‘all lane running’ incident on traffic flow with 77% of motorists stating that a
breakdown on a live lane leads to increased congestion. On a more positive
note, more than half of motorists surveyed by the RAC (55%) agree that smart

motorways are a cost-effective way to increase capacity on congested
motorways, with only 15% disagreeing (30% did not express a view).
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Trust in Highways England’s ability to detect stationary vehicles in running
lanes and respond accordingly is debatable with half of drivers (54%)
surveyed agreeing with this statement – a fifth (20%) disagreed while a
concerning 26% did not have an opinion. A similar percentage of drivers
(53%) also agreed they had confidence in the accuracy of electronic variable
messaging signs warning of incidents ahead (22% did not express an
opinion).
Well over half (56%) said the majority of drivers heeded the variable speed
limits on smart motorways, but worryingly a quarter (25%) said they don’t.
Nearly two-thirds (65%), however, claim to often see speed limits on smart
motorways reduced for no apparent reason. This is an interesting finding as
Highways England uses an electronic speed detection system (MIDAS –
Motorway Incident Detection Automatic Signalling) to set limits on smart
motorways automatically.
RAC head of roads policy Nicholas Lyes said:
“Our research clearly demonstrates that many drivers have some serious
concerns about certain aspects of ‘all lane running’ smart motorways.
Motorists strongly believe the permanent removal of the hard shoulder
compromises safety and tell us that emergency SOS areas are located too far

apart at intervals of up to 1.6 miles.
“We have consistently highlighted our concerns about this type of smart
motorway to the Government, MPs and Highways England so we hope these
findings add further support to our calls for action. This is particularly
relevant now as the Secretary of State for Transport has committed to
reviewing the safety data from smart motorways.
“We are calling on the Government to ensure the latest stopped vehicle
detection technology is retrofitted on all sections of smart motorway as a
matter of urgency and for more SOS areas to be built so drivers are never
more than a mile away from one. We would also like to see these measures
included in all smart motorway schemes that are currently being built or
planned so we have a nationally consistent standard.
“We, and drivers generally, understand there is a need to increase capacity on
our motorway network with traffic levels forecast to grow. However, this
should only be done using the latest design features and technology so
schemes are not only as safe as possible, but also make motorists feel safe
driving on them. Sadly, only a fraction of ‘all lane running’ smart motorways
operating today have SOS areas spaced at intervals of up to a mile and
stopped vehicle detection technology installed.
“It is imperative drivers have the confidence to know they will be protected
from traffic in the event they suffer a breakdown in live lane on ‘all lane
running’ motorway.”
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The RAC provides complete peace of mind to 11m UK private and business
drivers, whatever their motoring needs. Its services include:
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Breakdown assistance. Its highly-skilled, 1,600-strong branded
patrol workforce attends more than two million breakdowns
every year, fixing on average four out of five vehicles at the
roadside. The RAC’s patrol fleet is one of the most advanced in
the world, and was the first to roll out both an All-Wheels-Up
recovery system, allowing the vast majority of vehicles to be
recovered from a single patrol van, and EV Boost mobile electric
vehicle charging units
Insurance. The RAC is a top-five car insurance broker having
surpassed the 500,000 policies-in-force milestone in 2018. It
also offers ‘black box’ telematics policies, as well as home and
travel insurance
Other motoring services. The RAC leads in the development of
new solutions for business, fleets, electric vehicles and future car
technology. Its additional products and services include
a personal loans offering, a used car buying website, vehicle
inspections and checks, legal services or up-to-the-minute traffic
and travel information. It also has a network of Approved Dealers
and Approved Garages which combine the trust of RAC brand
with local service and convenience

The RAC also works to support the interests of its members and UK drivers on
the most important motoring issues which it identifies via the annual RAC
Report on Motoring and the RAC Opinion Panel. The Report on Motoring is
the longest running analysis of driver opinion in the UK having been
published every year since 1989.
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