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[bookmark: _Hlk219463411]Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk219300683]The Welsh Government is introduction of a 20mph speed limit on restricted roads represents one of the most significant and controversial transport policies of recent years (“The latest on 20mph speed limits”, 2024). Implemented nationally on the 17th of September 2023, the policy lowered the default speed limit on restricted roads from 30mph to 20mph, making Wales the first nation in the UK and among the first globally to adopt a national default 20mph limit (“20mph Speed Limits in Wales”, n.d.).
This analysis examines the 20mph speed limit policy by exploring three different areas which include, the problems it aims to address, the development process that shaped its creation, and the practical outcomes observed since its implementation.
Problems the Policy Aims to Address 
The ‘Welsh 20mph Task Force Group Final Report’ identified three core objectives for the policy. These included to reduce injury and death, encourage a change in travel behaviour and reduce negative effects of vehicle use on the wider environment. These objectives highlighted the key problem areas associated with the previous default 30mph limit on restricted roads, which the 20mph policy aims to address (“The Journey to 20mph in Wales”, 2023).
Road Safety Concerns
The most important problem that the 20mph speed limit policy introduced by the Welsh Government aims to address is road safety concerns (“The Journey to 20mph in Wales”, 2023). Between April 2022 and September 2023, the 18 months prior to the policy is introduction there were 3,520 casualties on 20mph and 30mph roads in Wales (Murray, 2025). Wales also experienced a problem with high numbers of pedestrian and cyclist casualties, as in 2016 alone, there were 793 pedestrian and 446 cyclist road casualties (“Pedestrian road casualties, 2016”, 2018). 
A major contributing factor to these casualties was the higher default speed limit and in particular speeding. The policy is implementation marked a significant shift in road safety strategy, moving from treating the symptoms to addressing the leading cause of road crashes worldwide, speeding motor vehicles (“The Journey to 20mph in Wales”, 2023; Michelaraki, 2024). In 2022, 50% of cars were caught speeding in 30mph zones in Wales, with 17% caught travelling 5–9mph over the limit (“Over 50% of cars speed in 30mph zones”, 2023). By lowering the default speed limit, the Welsh Government hoped that it could reduce speeding, reduce collisions and improve road safety by promoting safer driving habits and increasing awareness of an area is potential hazards (“Introducing 20mph speed limits”, 2024).
Active Travel 
The 20mph speed limit policy was also introduced by the Wales Government to address active travel concerns (“Introducing default 20mph speed limits”, 2021). Prior to the policy is introduction, active travel levels in Wales were on the decline. The number of adults who cycled for transport purposes at least once a week had decreased in 2021-22 from 6% in 2017-18. Walking numbers had also declined as only 51% of adults walked at least once a week for active travel purposes in 2021-22, compared with 60% in 2019-20 (“Statistics deliver blow”, 2023). These figures demonstrated the need for a solution to increase active travel, thereby helping to improve public health and wellbeing, and the environment (“The benefits of travelling actively”, n.d.).
Environmental Issues
[bookmark: _Hlk219290312]The 20mph limit in Wales was also introduced to reduce the negative effects of vehicle use on the environment (“The Journey to 20mph in Wales”, 2023). Vehicle transport is a major contributor to environmental harm, as was illustrated in 2022, when domestic transport accounted for 28% of the UK’s greenhouse gas emissions, the highest of any sector. This highlighted the need for a solution to vehicle-based travel, which is something that the 20mph policy aims to address by promoting active travel and lowering speed limits (“Greenhouse gas emissions”, 2024; “Introducing default 20mph speed limits”, 2021). 
Policy is Development Process 
The origins of the national 20mph policy in Wales date back to May 2019 when Lee Waters, established the Welsh 20mph Task Force Group to examine the potential outcomes of a 20mph speed limit and the practical actions required to implement a national 20mph default speed limit (“4. What is the democratic mandate”, n.d.). 
In July 2020, the Task Force Group Final Report was published, setting out the case for change in support of the implementation of 20mph limits on restricted roads (“The Journey to 20mph in Wales”, n.d.). Persuaded by the significant benefits identified, Senedd debated and agreed a motion supporting the Welsh Government is intention to set a national 20mph limit for restricted roads subject to subsequent approval by resolution of Senedd (“4. What is the democratic mandate”, n.d.).
Following this, both Welsh Labour and Plaid Cymru included proposals to introduce a national 20mph speed limit in their manifestos for the 2021 Senedd election. After both parties is success in the election results, the 20mph commitment was incorporated into the new Welsh Government programme (“The Journey to 20mph in Wales”, 2023).
[bookmark: _Hlk219308162]Before a national roll out of the 20mph limit, the Welsh Government conducted a series of pilot schemes in 2021, in eight areas across the country (“Introducing default 20mph speed limits”, 2021). The pilots provided positive signs as in St Brides Major and St Dogmaels, the number of people driving at 24mph or below increased from 23% to 45% and from 54% to 84%. Furthermore, areas also saw an increase in the number of children using active travel methods on their journey to school. These positive results reinforced the Welsh Government’s decision to implement the 20mph speed limit on a national scale (“New data shows benefits of driving at 20mph”, 2023; “The Journey to 20mph in Wales”, 2023). Following these positive pilot results, Senedd approved the legislation in July 2022, and the new speed limit came into effect nationally on the 17th of September 2023 (“The Journey to 20mph in Wales”, 2023).
Another key factor that influenced the Welsh Government is decision to develop and proceed with the policy, was that the 20mph speed limit aligns with wider national objectives, and strategies set by the Welsh Government. An example of this is the Llwybr Newydd transport strategy created in 2021. A core element of this strategy is the promotion of active travel and prioritising of cycling and walking over other modes of transport, which is something that the 20mph speed limit policy directly supports, through lowering the speed limit and creating a safer environment for pedestrians and cyclists (Ogden, 2023; “20mph speed limits in Wales”, 2023).
Another factor that may have influenced the Welsh Government’s decision to lower the speed limit was the success of a similar scheme in Spain. In 2021, Spain reduced the speed limit on single-lane urban roads to 30km/h (between 18-19mph), down from 50km/h (between 31-32mph). Data released by the Spanish Government shows that the speed limit reduction has been a success in increasing road safety, as in 2022, urban road casualties were 5% lower than in 2019, and deaths had fallen by 8.3%. Although the Welsh Government stated that the changes in Spain were not the driving force behind its own policy, they did include positive statistics from the Spanish scheme in a media release to support their own implementation. This suggests that the Spanish project may have contributed to the development of the 20mph policy (“20mph in Wales”, 2023; “Spain switches most urban roads to 30 km/h”, 2021).
Policy is Practical Outcomes 
Road Safety Concerns
In the years following the implementation of the 20mph speed limit policy, many areas have experienced significant change, one of those areas is road safety, which has been impacted positively. The 20mph limit has been successful in improving road safety by reducing average speeds and the number of drivers speeding. According to Transport for Wales, prior to the policy is introduction in the summer of 2023, only 20.8% of drivers on roads changing from 30mph to 20mph were travelling below 24mph, while 37% exceeded 30mph. However, by January 2025, nearly 18 months after the policy’s implementation, 54% of drivers were travelling at speeds below 24mph, and the amount exceeding 30mph had fallen to 15.2%. The weighted average speed also dropped almost 4mph from 28.7mph in summer 2023 to 24.9mph in January 2025. These reductions show that significant road safety improvements have been achieved since the 20mph limit introduction (Hughes & Johnson, 2025).
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Figure 4: (“Wales’ default 20mph”, 2025)

[bookmark: _Hlk219370933]As shown in the graph above, the total amount of road incident casualties including those killed and seriously or slightly injured has fallen significantly from 3,520 in the 18 months prior to the 20mph limit is implementation to 2,638 in the 18 months after, a decrease of 25% (“Wales’ default 20mph”, 2025). Additionally, between January and March 2024, the first year where data had been collected since the policy is implementation, the number of people killed or seriously injured on 20mph and 30mph restricted roads in Wales dropped to 78. This is the only non‑Covid year since before 2015 in which the figure has fallen below 99, demonstrating a substantial improvement (Shuttleworth & Evans, 2024). 
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[bookmark: _Hlk219371076]
Figure 5: (“Reported road casualties”, 2025)


Furthermore, as shown above, the reduced speed limit has also been successful in lowering cyclist and pedestrian road casualties. In 2024, Wales recorded fewer than 500 pedestrian casualties, which is the only non‑Covid year in the past 30 years to fall below this figure. Cyclist casualties also reached their lowest level in the past 30 years, with only 218 incidents recorded (“Reported road casualties”, 2025). These figures indicate that the 20mph speed limit has been effective in reducing road danger for both drivers and vulnerable road users as it has produced a decline in casualty and fatality numbers almost immediately.
Active Travel
The positive impact of the 20mph zones on active travel is clear to see in the eight pilot areas. Schools within these zones experienced a 39% greater increase in active travel journeys than schools in 30mph areas, demonstrating that lower speed limits help to encourage cycling and walking. Furthermore, children also reported feeling much safer on their active journeys to and from school following the introduction of the 20mph limit (Philpott, 2023).
Environmental
Although increased active travel has brought environmental benefits, the 20mph limit itself has had minimal impact on the environment, as can be seen from the Transport for Wales study. The study conducted from May 2022 to April 2024 at four pilot locations monitored the air quality, in particular the nitrogen dioxide and particulate levels from both inside and outside the 20mph zones. The data collected showed little to no change in particulate pollution and excluding Magor, the differences in nitrogen dioxide levels inside and outside the 20mph zones were also small and mostly within the margin of error. Overall, the study concluded that there was no clear, significant positive or negative environmental effect directly linked to the 20mph speed limit change (“Default 20mph speed limit on restricted roads”, 2025; Philpott, 2023).
Public Reaction
A major practical outcome of the 20mph policy, was significant public backlash, which resulted in the largest petition in Welsh history (Moslaski, 2024). Initially, the public seemed supportive of the policy as the two parties that included the policy in their 2021 Senedd election manifestos won a combined 43 of 60 seats (“4. What is the democratic mandate”, n.d.).
However, just before the policy’s introduction in September 2023, an ITV Wales poll showed support had fallen to just 31% (“20mph in Wales”, 2023). This shift in public opinion was reflected in a record-breaking petition to scrap the law, signed by nearly 500,000 people (Moslaski, 2024). Reasons for opposition included beliefs that the lower speed limit increased danger, and the longer journey times it caused (Murray, 2025; Bartholomew, 2025). 
The widespread support for the petition led to its discussion in Senedd in April 2024 (Mosalski, 2024). Although it did not overturn the policy, it did succeed in convincing the Welsh Government to consider making some changes (“The latest on 20mph speed limits”, 2024). In September 2024, the Government announced that councils could revert certain roads back to 30mph if they met specific criteria. While some roads have since reverted back to 30mph, many 20mph zones remain in place, as several counties opted to make no changes, preferring to retain the safety benefits associated with the 20mph limit (Johnson, 2024).
Conclusion
In conclusion, the Welsh Government’s introduction of a national default 20mph speed limit represents a controversial and significant policy measure aimed at improving road safety, supporting active travel and achieving environmental improvements. The policy was developed through a structured process beginning with the establishment of the Welsh 20mph Task Force Group in 2019, followed by Senedd approval, inclusion in political party manifestos and pilot schemes. International evidence from Spain, and alignment with wider government strategies such as the Llwybr Newydd transport strategy also influenced its development.
[bookmark: _Hlk219389563]Early figures indicate that the policy has been effective in reducing average vehicle speeds, increasing active travel levels, and lowering road casualties. However environmental improvements have been limited, and the policy has generated substantial public opposition. Overall, while controversial, the policy has shown early signs of success in achieving its objectives. However, as the is a new policy, clearer evidence of its success will emerge as time goes on.
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