STEPHEN PLOWDEN BA MCIT  
The Clerk of the Transport Committee 
House of Commons

7 Millbank

London SW1P 3JA                                                         
Dear Mr Healey

Thank you for sending me the Government’s response to the Committee’s inquiry into the Government’s motorcycling strategy. 
This response is deeply disappointing. The Government could have taken advantage of the evidence submitted to the Committee, and of the Committee’s own report, to change a strategy which is clearly seriously mistaken. Instead, it has decided to carry on as before. The only reforms of any importance are ones forced on the Government by the EU: the Euro 3 emission limits that came into force this year, and the staged access to motorcycles required by the Third European Driving Licence, which has to be implemented by January 2013. The Government seems determined to delay implementation for as long as possible. It will be surprising if the number of deaths in motorcycle crashes in the meantime does not far exceed 3,000.   
In its memorandum to the Committee, RoadPeace said that it was inexcusable that the Government’s strategy made no mention of the risk that motorcycling posed to other road users. This defect has not been corrected. Neither the original strategy document nor the response give an adequate impression of the scale of casualties borne by motorcyclists themselves, or of the lack of success in dealing with this problem, although that should have been enough in itself to make the Government  reconsider its strategy. The Government has set a target to reduce fatal and serious road casualties by 40% by 2010 as compared with the average for the five years 1994-1998.  Despite considerable reductions for other road users, the number of motorcyclist riders and passengers killed rose over this period, from 467 in 1994-98 to 599 in 2006. The number of seriously injured fell, if at all, only very slightly. (The official figures are 6008 for 1994-98 and 5885 for 2006, but there is some evidence that the problem of under-reporting of casualties is increasing.)  These facts are not mentioned either in the strategy or in the response.   
It is regrettable that the Committee did not pick up these points in its report, but it did ask the Government to look into speed limiters for motorcycles and to consider whether the power and speed of motorcycles should be reduced for environmental reasons. The Government’s determination to give no ground even on these two points has led it into serious dishonesty. The authors of the response must have been aware of the major fallacies in the arguments used to reject these suggestions. Some notes on each of these points are attached. 

It is very important that the Committee should pursue these points, not only because of their intrinsic importance but for democratic reasons as well. Experience shows that once the DfT has decided on a policy, there is nothing that private people or citizens’ (as distinct from commercial) pressure groups can do to change it, however strong their arguments. An approach through Parliament is then the citizens’ only recourse. If Parliament allows itself to be brushed aside, that must lead to disillusion and political cynicism. 
I am copying this letter to some of the pressure groups concerned.

Yours sincerely                    

Stephen Plowden 
Motorcycling speed and crashes

The reason given by the DfT for rejecting the Committee’s recommendation to commission research on speed limiters on motorcycles was as follows:

In targeting accidents, research should focus on the major contributory factors. Road Casualties Great Britain 2005 identified “exceeding the speed limit” as a contributory factor in only 4% of motorcycle accidents. A speed limiter would address a proportion of these accidents, but wouldn’t necessarily impact on instances of inappropriate speed or “going too fast for the conditions”, a contributory factor in 9% of motorcycle accidents.

This is not only an argument against speed limiters. If the reasoning were correct, it would imply that there would be little road safety advantage in trying to reduce motorcycle speed by whatever means. The same reasoning could also be applied to cars, since according to Road Casualties Great Britain 2005, “exceeding the speed limit” was   a contributory factor in only 3% of car crashes, and “going too fast for the conditions” a contributory factor in only 7%. But the Government is researching speed limiters on cars, albeit in a very half-hearted fashion.  

The table below shows the frequency with which TWMVs broke speed limits in 2005.  The suggestion that breaking the speed limit was a contributory factor in only 4% of motorcycle crashes, and inappropriate speed in only 9%, implies one or a bit of both of the following:

1. Only 4% of motorcycle crashes occurred when motorcycles were exceeding the speed limit.

2. Although a high proportion of motorcycle crashes occurred when riders were exceeding the speed limit, in the great majority of these cases speed played no part in bringing about the crash.

TWMVs VIOLATING SPEED LIMITS IN 2005 

                                              Non-built-up roads                                  Built-up roads 

                                         Motorways       Dual        Single         30mph limit   40mph limit   

                                                                  c’way       c’way 

Speed limit, mph                     70                70             60                 30                   40 

% of TWMVs exceeding 

 the speed limit                       59%            55%          24%              49%               34%

% of  TWMVs exceeding 

the speed limit by more than

10mph (non-built-up roads)

or 5mph (built-up roads)        27%            25%           9%               26%              17%

Source: Vehicle Speeds in Great Britain 2005 
Both these implications are clearly absurd. In my view, any attempt to assess the importance of speed as a causal factor in crashes by subjective judgment is a mistake, (the reasons for this view were given in the chapter on speed in Dr Hillman’s and my study Danger on the Road, the Needless Scourge, published by PSI in 1984), but even people who think there is some value in such judgments recognise that the findings have to be treated with great circumspection. The article ‘Contributory factors to road accidents’ in Road Casualties Great Britain 2005 points out that the importance of speed may be difficult to determine after the event. It says that other factors, including loss of control (which was the most frequently reported contributory factor in fatal crashes, mentioned in 35% of them), following too close, and sudden braking “may also indicate the involvement of inappropriate or excessive speed”.  The article also mentions that exceeding the speed limit or going too fast for the conditions were reported as contributory factors in 26% of fatal crashes and in 35 % of fatal single-vehicle motorcycle crashes.  

The relationship between motorcycles’ weight, power and speed and their impact on the environment 
The Committee said it was “unacceptable that the heavier of these vehicles [motorcycles] are more polluting than cars, this may be another argument in favour of reducing the maximum power and speed that is available on these vehicles”.  The Government responded that, partly because of the tightening up of regulations that was already taking place, “[it] believes that measures to reduce maximum power and speed are not justified from an environmental perspective.”

The Committee’s comparison between cars and motorcycles was perhaps unfortunate, since it allowed the Government to dismiss its concerns by arguing that the regulations that have just been introduced will mean that, with respect to carbon monoxide,  hydrocarbons and oxides of nitrogen, “motorcycle emissions [will be] at levels similar to, or better than, those for cars”. Emissions from motorcycles should be much lower than those for cars. Even now, the heaviest motorcycle, unnecessarily heavy though it is, weighs only half as much as the lightest car. Unlike cars, motorcycles can carry only one passenger and a limited amount of luggage. The true comparison is between what motorcycles are now permitted to emit and what would be permitted if they were built according to the principle No motor vehicle should cause more danger or environmental impact, or consume more non-renewable resources, than is necessary for the performance of its transport function. That principle should be the basis of Construction and Use regulations for motor vehicles of all types. If applied to motorcycles, it would certainly result in much lighter, less powerful and slower machines. 
I am not familiar with the way that the levels of emissions, other than CO2, of new vehicles are tested, but presumably, like the driving test cycles used to measure fuel consumption, they simulate careful driving at legal speeds by vehicles in good condition. But motorcycle engines are often poorly maintained or deliberately tampered with, and speeding is rife. Emissions will be much higher in those conditions. These facts are not mentioned in the Government’s response. On CO2, the response says that “emissions of motorcycles are largely independent of engine size above about 600cc”, although they increase with engine size below that level. The obvious conclusion, although not one drawn by the Government, is that the use of motorcycles with an engine size over 600cc should be prohibited, or at least severely discouraged. Who needs such a powerful machine and in what circumstances? 

Noise from motorcycles was touched on, in an inadequate and misleading way, in the Government’s original strategy document, but was not mentioned either in the Committee’s report or in the Government’s response. It is, nevertheless, a very important and largely unnecessary environmental nuisance which is also closely related to the machine’s power. 

The following table shows the number of people annoyed or disturbed by noise from vehicles of different types when they (the people) are at home. It will be seen that, despite the huge discrepancies in vehicle mileage, the number of people finding motorcycle noise annoying, and more particularly the number finding it very or extremely annoying, is about the same as for cars or heavy lorries. This survey did not deal with noise nuisance experienced outside the home, and I don’t know of other recent surveys that have done so. A very large and thorough national survey on traffic and the environment conducted by SCPR in 1972 did look at both these situations. It found that noise from road traffic was a greater nuisance outside than inside. I would guess that in many outside situations, in shopping streets or parks for example, noise from motorcycles would often be more annoying than noise from cars or lorries.  

Question: When you are at home, how much do you personally feel annoyed or disturbed by noise from . . .  

                                        Heavy    Smaller   Buses/     Private cars/  Motor bikes/ 

                                        lorries     lorries    coaches   taxis               scooters

                                                       %ages based on 2849 respondents 

Not at all                          34           43           37           57                     48

A little                              12          12              7           14                     14

Moderately                         7            5              3             8                       6

Very                                    3            2              1            3                       3 

Extremely                           3            1              1            2                       2   

Not heard                          41          36            51          16                     28    

Source: The 1999/2000 National Survey of Attitudes to Environmental Noise, Volume 3 UK Results, Annex A (available on the DEFRA website). This survey was based on a national representative sample of adult householders. 

Motorcycle noise is closely related to engine size. The level permitted to the largest motorcycles is the same, 80dB(A), as that permitted to the heaviest lorries. The test takes insufficient, if any, account of speeding and unnecessary engine revving, and none of poor maintenance or deliberate tampering.

It seems probable that reducing the size of motorcycles would reduce motorcycle mileage as well as nuisance of all kinds per vehicle mile. If weight, power and speed were restricted, some people who now use large motorcycles for long journeys might decide to switch to other modes. Weekend outings to roar through the villages of north Wales might also lose their appeal. 
