This literature review aims to review the body of research currently available surrounding the topic of general road safety within the UK. The author will examine in great depth all research surrounding this topic, identifying the key concepts and themes prior to relating the research back more specifically to the research area which is the effect roads policing has on road safety. 

Statistical data on road safety within the UK

There is a wide range and extensive amount of research, in particular statistical data relating to general road safety within the UK. The UK Government collects a wide range of data relating to the use of the roads, the number of accidents on the road and the number of casualties and fatalities on the roads. This information is presented in reports published by the UK Government utilising various graphs and tables to present the wide range of data in an easy to understand manner. 

There is data available relating to a wide range of fields including where the road traffic accidents occurred, what type of specific road it occurred on and the type of vehicles involved. The extensive data points on record for the Department for Transport relate back over 20 years and in total contains more than 4 million records (Department for Transport, 2022).

The statistics for road casualties and fatalities are collected by police forces across the UK, either through officers attending the scene of accidents or from members of the public reporting accidents. As such, the statistics are generally very accurate and reliable as they are collated by a professional organisation. The police use a from known as a Stats19 form to record all the relevant information about the road traffic accident (Brake, 2022). 

Through the analysis of the vast amount of road related statistics which the Department for Transport collates and publishes, trends and patterns can be identified both in the short and long term. Since data collection began in 1926, reported road fatalities have fallen by almost 80 per cent whilst the general traffic levels have more than doubled which means the relative risk to road users has fallen significantly (Department for Transport, 2015). These statistics show that the overall, the roads of the UK are adherently safe and that the general trend is that road safety improves over time as reported fatalities decline year on year.

However, when examining recent data, a different trend can be identified. Since 2010, the long-term and sustained decline in the number of serious injuries and deaths on the roads of the UK has largely ceased (Norbury, 2020). In general, the number of people seriously injured in road traffic accidents remains around 20,000 annually and the number of deaths remains around 1,700 which equates to an average of 5 deaths every day (Brake, 2022). 

To summarise, there is a significant amount of research and information regarding the number of casualties and deaths on UK roads. The quantitative data portrays a very distinct trend which in general is a decrease in the number of casualties and deaths over time. The quantitative research is very broad and statistics are available on a range of topics concerning road safety within the UK. The statistical research is very accurate with reliable and effective research methods utilised. An immense amount of research into road traffic accidents from a numerical perspective already exists and there are no existing gaps in this field for further research. 

The theory of road safety and the causes of road traffic accidents

An early study into road safety written by Sevitt in 1973 found that of all road related fatalities within Birmingham, England, only 23% of those killed were drivers or passengers within the vehicle and over 63% were pedestrians (Sevitt, 1973). This early research indicates that road safety and road traffic accidents are not only an issue for road users but also the wider public, increasing the requirement for detailed and thorough research. 

Upon thorough investigation into the causes of serious road traffic accidents, it was discovered that there are five main contributary factors. These are known the ‘fatal five’ due to their involvement in a high number of road fatalities (Lancashire Road Safety Partnership, 2022). 

The fatal five are excess speed, not wearing a seat belt, use of a mobile phone whilst driving, driving under the influence of alcohol or drugs and careless or inconsiderate driving (Devon & Cornwall Police, 2022). All of the fatal five relate to human error which is the causation factor in 98% of road traffic accidents. Therefore, a large proportion of road traffic accidents are avoidable (Devon & Cornwall Police, 2022). 

The most significant factor within the fatal five is arguably driving under the influence of alcohol or drugs, especially within modern day society. Blood Alcohol Concentration (BAC) is the percentage of alcohol in the blood of an individual according to their weight (Ashraf, et al., 2019). BAC typically ranges from 0.0% to 0.4% whereby BAC levels become fatal, BAC levels can vary due to body weight and gender (University of Notre Dame, 2022). Within the UK, the legal limit on alcohol levels within 100 millilitres of blood is 80mg when driving, which is expressed as a 0.08% BAC level (The United Kingdom Government, 2022). 

Ultimately, the human body deteriorates with the increase in BAC level and the general trend within the data is that within increased driver BAC levels comes increased risk of road traffic accidents and an increased casualty rate (Ashraf, et al., 2019). Drivers who have a BAC level of 0.30% or more have a 24% chance of becoming a fatality on the road. Research also concludes that drivers with a BAC level of between 0.05-0.09% and 0.15-0.19% typically become involved in road traffic accidents at an alarming and tremendously high rate when compared to drivers that are not intoxicated (Ashraf, et al., 2019). 

A study directly looking at BAC levels of drivers involved in road traffic accidents discovered an extremely alarming trend. The study concluded that the mere present of alcohol within the drivers system and a BAC level as low as 0.01% had a major impact in road traffic accidents whereby serious injuries were sustained (Phillips & Brewer, 2011). In addition, the study also discovered a strong ‘dose-response’ relationship. Generally, the greater the BAC level, the greater the severity of injury of sustained. The study even went as far to recommend that drink drive limits are lowered to save lives and prevent serious injuries as it was discovered road traffic accidents increase significantly even when intoxicated drivers are well below the legal drink drive limit (Phillips & Brewer, 2011). 

Aside from drink or drug driving, all the other factors which make up the fatal 5 can be categorised as a violation of traffic laws and regulations. Research shows that the majority of road traffic accidents, some 56%, are caused by safety driving violations (Ashraf, et al., 2019). Surprisingly, violation of the speed limit was a factor in just 0.18% of total road traffic accidents (Ashraf, et al., 2019). 

Moving away from the fatal five causes of road traffic accidents, traffic volume has been found to be one of the leading causes in road traffic accidents (Ashraf, et al., 2019). Researchers found a very distinctive trend and correlation between traffic volume and road traffic accidents. Research shows that high road traffic volume has a large impact on the frequency of road traffic accidents and as such increases their occurrence. However, high road traffic volume does not have a similar impact on the severity of casualties and likelihood of fatalities on roads (Ashraf, et al., 2019).

Whilst the trend of higher traffic volume causing higher frequency of road traffic collisions is an important trend and one which appears to be legitimate. It is worth noting that there is little research into the effects of traffic volume on road traffic accidents and studies in the past have revealed no correlation between the two. A study into the M25 congestion within England discovered that road traffic volume has little to no impact on road traffic accidents (Wang, et al., 2009). Similarly, in another study conducted into London traffic volume and road traffic accidents which combined hourly London traffic using automated vehicle recorders with police records of road traffic accidents shows little to no correlation for low or moderate traffic volume. However, there is a correlation observed between very high traffic volume and an increase in road traffic accidents (Dickerson, et al., 2003). Ultimately, further research is required to discover the full and factual correlation between road traffic volume and road traffic accidents. 

In recent years, there has been a lot of research conducted into ways to improve road safety and a lot of these methods to reduce overall road related casualties and fatalities have been implemented. In 2010, the United Nations General Assembly declared 2011-2020 as the decade of action for global road safety. This has helped drastically across the world to not only focus on the issue of road safety but to also improve road safety worldwide (Peden PhD & Di Pietro MEd, 2017). 

The approach to improving road safety is very much evidence-led with data and statistics at the forefront. The World Health Organisation published a road safety manual for decision makers surrounding data systems in regards to road safety. The report aims to call on governments to improve road safety and works on the premise that effective road safety management is based on a systematic approach that includes the collection, analysis, interpretation and application of good data (World Health Organisation, 2010).  

Reliable road traffic data is important as it can be used as the backbone for new or existing legislation to improve road safety and reduce road traffic accidents. Furthermore, road traffic data presents the issue of road safety in a very public format and with heightened public awareness, road safety is improved through changes in behaviour (World Health Organisation, 2010).

To conclude, there is a large quantity of research into the causes of road traffic accidents and there is an established theory that the large majority of road traffic accidents include one of the fatal five as a causation factor. There are other factors involved in causing road traffic accidents but they are believed to be less impactful and further research is required as to their overall impact on road traffic accidents.

In terms of road safety, there is a general principle that evidence-led decision making and policy making is the best way to improve road safety and reduce road traffic collisions. Ultimately, this relies upon effective data collection and management to plan and act in a way which will reduce road traffic collisions. Generally, evidence suggests that to improve road safety, the main five behavioural risk factors need to be managed adequately. These factors are managing speed, reducing drink driving, increasing correct helmet use, increasing seat belt use and increase child restraint use  (Peden PhD & Di Pietro MEd, 2017).

Policing impact on overall road safety

The police have a pivotal role in ensuring that the road network within the UK is safe and efficient for all road users. Road policing enforcement is integral to any effort to reduce road casualties and fatalities. The two main functions of roads policing are apprehension and deterrence, generally these are best achieved through enforcement of traffic laws and applications of penalties to offenders (Norbury, 2020).

Effective roads policing involves enforcing the law and educating those who due to their behaviour increase the risk of death or serious injury on roads. The education of vulnerable road users such as motorcyclists and young people is vital to a positive reduction in the number of casualties and fatalities on roads (Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and FIre & Rescue Services, 2020). 

Research into roads policing and road traffic accident reduction establishes the following main theories; violations of traffic law lead to increased road traffic accidents, police enforcement can increase compliance with traffic law which in turn reduces road traffic accidents, thus lowering the number of casualties and fatalities on roads (Norbury, 2020).

It is a well established theory that police enforcement has a direct and positive effect in reducing the amount of casualties and fatalities on roads. A more focussed study and meta-analysis undertaken by Elvik discovered that an increase in enforcement surrounding speeding laws would lead to the most substantial decrease in casualties and fatalities on roads (Elvik, 2001). Furthermore, it was established that the impact of enforcement was also dependant on other contextual factors such as the severity of penalties given to offenders and the perceived risk of apprehension (Elvik, 2001). 

The Police enforcement policy and programmes on European roads (PEPPER) project is arguably the largest study undertaken so far on roads policing and sought to evaluate the effectiveness of roads policing in reducing roads casualties and fatalities. Overall, the report found that enforcement of speeding and drink driving laws results in a decrease in road traffic collisions which results in reduced casualties and fatalities on roads. However, the study was limited in its discussion on the impact of roads policing on general road safety, citing the fact that a large number of the studies included in the meta-analysis were conducted in countries outside of Europe (Technical Research Centre Of Finland, 2008). 

In terms of speeding laws enforcement, the meta-analysis carried out by PEPPER showed a significant reduction of 18% in road traffic accidents. Meanwhile, a lower reduction was discovered in regards to enforcement of drink driving laws. In studies whereby patrols were conducted an 8% reduction in drink driving was observed whereas in studies whereby checkpoints were set up resulted in a 15% reduction in drink driving (Technical Research Centre Of Finland, 2008). 

Within the context on the UK, there are very little studies which examine entirely UK evidence. A 2015 study reviewed the effectiveness of road policing strategies in reducing road casualties and fatalities in Hampshire and Thames Valley. Although this was a relatively small study, it bears huge importance in regards to roads policing within the UK.

The study found that a relatively small decrease in the mean speed of road traffic could result in a large reduction in the number of casualties. Specifically, the study recommended more focussed speed limit enforcement on 30mph urban roads where the highest mean speed relative to speed limit was observed (Smith, et al., 2015). In regards to drink driving, the study concluded that if drink driving was to be eliminated, the overall reduction in serious injured casualties would be around 7.5% and the reduction in fatalities would be around 24% (Smith, et al., 2015). This is a staggering decrease considering drink driving offences only form one element of the fatal five. 

To conclude, it is clear that there is a positive relationship between roads policing and increased road safety. It is also distinctly established that increased enforcement of traffic law increases compliance which reduces the overall number of casualties and fatalities on roads. Academics have established the well-researched theory that increasing police enforcement will result in fewer road traffic collisions and thus few road related casualties and fatalities. However, they also suggest that there is a saturation level at which increased police enforcement will also result in diminishing effects of road safety (Norbury, 2020). 

Despite the definitive evidence highlighting the importance of roads policing, roads policing is still not citied as a main priority in many of the police forces across the UK. In fact, 7 out of the 43 Police and Crime Plans written by the respective Police and Crime Commissioner for each region fail to mention roads policing whatsoever (Norbury, 2020). 

The severe lack of acknowledge for the importance of roads policing within strategic and long term policing plans is to the detriment of public safety and the failure of police forces within the UK to focus on road safety is a neglect of their duty to protect the public from harm. A review by the National Police Chief’s Council in 2019 found that 24 police forces within the UK did not highlight roads policing in their strategic plans, 12 of which saw an increase in the number of fatalities in 2017 compared to 2016 (National Police Chiefs' Council, 2019).

The importance of the research project

The above literature review demonstrates the significance of this area of research and places great emphasis on the need for this research project. The number of casualties and fatalities on the roads of the UK has stopped declining since 2010, this date is significant as it marks the time period whereby a lot of roads policing roles were made obsolete and the recruitment of new police officers effectively ceased for a period of 10 years. 

It is clear from the research that police enforcement has a clear role in reducing road casualties and fatalities, however roads policing officers make up just 4% of the current total police force (Brake, 2022). The research project will study this area in participate and aim to establish if effective roads policing can be carried out by other officers to help fill the void. 

The research project is a unique study as it aims to ascertain the opinions of current serving police officers and their views on road safety, including how they perceive their training around roads policing to be. There is a gap in the current research surrounding this topic as there is little to no research surrounding the views of current serving police officers or indeed enough research looking at the issue of road safety from a policing perspective. There is especially a lack of research into the topic following the massive reduction of roads policing officers in recent years. 
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