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Seven-in-10 drivers would like lower
motorway speed limits in wet weather

Nearly three-quarters of drivers (72%) would like to see the standard 70mph
speed limit on motorways reduced in wet weather to improve road safety and
encourage better driving habits, RAC research has found.*

Of 2,100 drivers surveyed, a third (33%) said the limit should be reduced to
60mph in the wet, while 7% think it should be cut to 65mph. Seventeen per
cent of drivers would like an even lower limit of 55mph or even 50mph, while
14% would like to see the limit cut but aren’t sure by how much.



The RAC understands France is currently the only country in Europe to have
speed limits that are reduced during inclement weather, with the 130km/h
(80mph) limit reduced to 110km/h (68mph – a reduction of around 12mph).
While there are significantly more motorway fatalities in France,** 806 people
were still killed or seriously injured on motorways in Great Britain in 2019,
with around a 30% of these casualties (246) occurring when the road surface
was damp, wet or flooded – a figure higher than four years earlier (208).***
Official figures also show that wet roads and drivers travelling too fast for the
conditions were respectively the cause of some 259 and 242 motorway
collisions in 2018.****

Of the reasons given by drivers who advocate lower motorway speed limits in
the wet, 78% said they felt lower limits would encourage some drivers to
slow down, while 72% believed it might save lives, so is worth trying. Two-
thirds (65%) said slower speeds might improve visibility with less spray from
moving vehicles, and half (53%) felt it would reduce overall vehicle speeds,
even if some people ignored the lower limit.

Among the fifth of drivers (21%) who are against the idea of a lower
motorway speed limit in bad weather, a majority said it was because most
drivers already adjust their speed to the conditions (54%), or because there
would be difficulty in defining when the new limit should apply (60%) – for
instance, whether it would apply whenever the road surface was damp, or
only while rain was actually falling. Four-in-10 (42%) said many drivers
choose to ignore existing speed limits anyway and a similar proportion (41%)
thought drivers wouldn’t obey a lower motorway limit.

When asked whether a lower speed limit in the wet should be posted on
stretches of motorway that already feature variable speed limit signage,
including smart motorways, 73% of drivers were in favour, with 15% against
the idea and 11% unsure.

RAC data insight spokesman Rod Dennis said:

“Statistically, the UK has some of the safest motorways in Europe but it’s also
the case that there hasn’t been a reduction in casualties of all severities on
these roads since 2012, so perhaps there’s an argument for looking at
different measures to help bring the number of casualties down.

“Overall, our research suggests drivers are broadly supportive of lower



motorway speed limits in wet conditions, as is already the case across the
Channel in France. And while most drivers already adjust their speed when
the weather turns unpleasant, figures show that ‘driving too fast for the
conditions’ and ‘slippery roads’ are still among the top 10 reasons for
motorway collisions and contribute to significant numbers of serious injuries
and even deaths every year.****

“The overall success of any scheme would of course depend on sufficient
numbers of motorists reducing their speed, but even just a proportion
reducing their speed in the wet would be likely to improve the safety of the
UK’s motorways.

“There would also be a number of practical hurdles to be overcome such as
deciding what that lower limit would be, updating the Highway Code and
fitting roadside signage to inform drivers of the new limits.

“Finally, it’s worth remembering that an increasing number of stretches of
motorway no longer have permanent 70mph limits, as all smart motorways
feature speed limits which are automatically adjusted to ease congestion
based on traffic flow. With digital signs now so commonplace, arguably the
means exist to conduct a trial to see whether there are safety benefits of
setting different speed limits in inclement weather.”

Highway Code Rule 227 states that stopping distances in wet weather are at
least double those required for stopping on dry roads. This means the typical
stopping distance at 70mph in dry conditions of 96 metres (315 feet) is
extended to at least 192 metres (630 feet) in the wet, the equivalent of 48
car lengths. For more information, see this page on the RAC website.
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Serious casualties on Great Britain’s motorways – when the road surface is
damp, wet or over 3cm flooded***

2016 2017 2018 2019 Average

Killed 34 18 39 28 30

Serious injured 220 185 199 218 206

Total 254 203 238 246 235

Snow, frost and ice excluded

Notes to Editors

* Research conducted among 2,100 UK drivers who are members of the RAC
Driver Opinion Panel. Figures are weighted to be nationally representative

** Source: Office of Rail and Road, ‘Benchmarking Highways England: 2020
Progress Report’, figure 2.16: www.orr.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2021-
02/benchmarking-highways-england-2020-progress-report.pdf

*** Source: Department for Transport, https://roadtraffic.dft.gov.uk/custom-
downloads/road-accidents/reports/d3be5751-f829-484b-8bc8-0f858a471c61
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**** Source: Highways England, ‘Reported road casualties on the strategic
road network 2018’, table 4-6:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/895729/SRN_Casualty_Report_2018.pdf
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the RAC contacts page to find the right contact.

ISDN radio studio facilities are available for interviews Monday to Friday.

About the RAC

The RAC provides complete peace of mind to 12m UK private and business
drivers, whatever their motoring needs. Its services include:

• 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 UK, 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
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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.

For more information about the RAC, visit the RAC website.
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