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ENFORCING SPEED LIMIT WOULD OFFER 
'QUICK WIN' FOR LOWER CARBON EMISSIONS 

  
A properly enforced 70mph speed limit could cut carbon emissions from road transport by around 1 
million tonnes of carbon (MtC) per year by 2010 – more than twice as much as the Government has 
previously claimed – new research from the UK Energy Research Centre (UKERC) is highlighting. 
  
Furthermore, if a 60mph limit were to be introduced, the amount of carbon savings possible, around 1.94MtC 
a year, would be around double this. These savings represent between 15% (70mph) and 29% (60mph) of 
the total savings expected from the transport sector by 2010, as stated in the 2006 Climate Change 
Programme Review (CCPR).  
  
The figures are outlined in ‘Limiting Speed’, the latest ‘Quick Hit’ report from the UKERC, released today 
(23rd October). Quick Hits are a series of proposed initiatives developed by the Demand Reduction theme of 
the UK Energy Research Centre that are designed to be relatively easy to implement.  
  
The Government has previously rejected the suggestion of enforcing the speed limit, maintaining that only 
around 0.5 million tonnes of carbon per annum could be saved if current speed limits are enforced [1]. 
Transport Secretary Douglas Alexander told the House of Commons’ Environmental Audit Committee in 
June that the policy was not included in the new Climate Change Programme for fear of “popular 
antagonism”. 
  
However, the report suggests that enforcement of the top speed limit could be an equitable, cost-effective 
and potentially popular route to a lower carbon economy. It cites the ‘active traffic management’ systems on 
the M25 and M42 that use variable speed limits as low as 40mph and have the support of over two-thirds of 
drivers using them. The proposal has also already been recommended by the House of Commons’ 
Environmental Audit Committee in its report, Reducing Carbon Emissions from Transport, released in August 
[2]. 
  
A lower top national speed limit was introduced in the world's most car-dependent nation, the USA, in 1973 
as result of the oil crisis then, and stood for nearly a quarter of a century. It still applies on many highways in 
the US.  
  
Dr Jillian Anable of the Centre for Transport Policy at Robert Gordon University, one of the report’s authors, 
said, “Enforcing the upper speed limit would produce clear environmental benefits, and help to raise 
awareness of the reality of climate change and of the need for everyone to take action on it. Through 
measures such as this, the gap between the original emissions target for 2010 and what is currently 
predicted could be closed.” [3] 
  
  
For further information please contact Jillian Anable on 01224 263136 / 07930 330155 or Matthew 
Ledbury on 01865 275893 / 07717 858099. 
  
  



 

Footnotes: 
  
[1] Lord Davies of Oldham, the Government deputy chief whip, said in the House of Lords on 10 October 2006: “As part of the review of 
the UK climate change programme, however, the Government have looked at the potential carbon savings that might result in the year 
2010 under a wide range of different policy scenarios. These included one scenario under which no vehicles exceeded the speed limits 
on motorways and dual carriageways. Our estimates suggest that savings in the region of 0.5 million tonnes of carbon per annum could 
theoretically occur under such a scenario.” 
  
[2] Reducing Carbon Emissions from Transport, para.82, says: “We understand the Government’s reluctance to lower the motorway 
speed limit, or rigorously enforce the current 70mph limit, given the likely public controversy such a policy would provoke. However, 
compared to the potential danger which this could help to avert, proper enforcement of the legal speed limit would be a trivial incursion 
on personal liberty … In matters of such grave importance, the Government does a disservice to future generations by running scared of 
critical tabloid headlines.” 
  
[3] Earlier this year, the Government said in its new Climate Change Programme that the UK was not on 
course to meet its target of a 20% reduction in 1990 levels of CO2 emissions by 2010, and would probably 
reduce them by only 15-18%. Transport is the only sector of the UK economy in which carbon emissions 
have increased since 1990, rising by 10% between 1990 and 2004. 
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