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For years road safety
professionals all over the 
world keep using the terms

Safe Road Safety System

or

Safe System Approach to 
Road Safety
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World Health Organisation (WHO)
Safe System Approach underpins WHO’s strategy 



OECD International Transport Forum
Safe System Approach underpins ambitious targets



But what does Safe System 
Approach actually mean in 
practice?
And how to translate it into
simple and plain language
(English, Armenian, Belorussian, 
Azeri, Georgian, Moldovan, 
Ukrainian and Russian)?
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Is this Safe System?
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This is Safe

System!

with the risk of 

excessive

physical force 

removed, even if

the person 

makes mistake
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• Important to recognise humans make errors

• Assess consequences of those errors

• Propose countermeasures: roads more forgiving of errors

• Countermeasures reduces crash severity to survivable 

limits and/or eliminate or compensates for the human error

• shift responsibility from emphasis on road users being 

responsible for behaviour on the road to a greater 

responsibility for road system designers and managers to 

build safe guards into the system to prevent injury-causing 

crashes

• No more trading off lives for benefit of mobility and cost 

efficiency – more humanistic ethical approach

Safe System principles
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Safe System principles?

Source: Howard, E., Implementing a "Safe System" 

approach to road safety in Victoria, Proc. Road Safety 

Research, Policing and Education Conference, 2004.

Focus on Biomechanics Criterion instead of cost benefit
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Safe System principles?
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Key Safe System Elements
• Best opportunities (evidence based) across:

– Management and monitoring

– Vehicles 

– Post-crash care

– Roads and Roadsides

– Behavior change

– Reduced exposure (road usage)

– Speed management

All of the above should be preferably done in paralel to 

achieve lasting impact in road safety!!!
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Management (and monitoring)

• Sound National Lead Agencies: critical

– Singular focused accountability and responsibility

– Full time staff to do the work, not just a committee

– Power, funding

• Strategy and plans

• Sound data (on more than deaths and injuries) 
and monitoring of progress

– “If you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it”

• Suggestion: let’s consider an EaP regional 
road safety observatory
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Safe System Approach underpins many 
country’s road safety strategies and actions



14

Safe vehicles
• Safe vehicles by design make a large 

difference

– EU and state regulations and standards are a 

key way forward

• Vehicle industry standards - EuroNCAP

• Sound vehicle inspection processes 

(PPPs)

• Overloading
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Emergency and post-crash care

• Can make a large difference:

– Golden hour

– Then, Golden half hour

– Now, well established that all delays matter to 

survival and even functionality for survivors
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Infrastructure: Roads & Roadsides

• Huge opportunities, not too expensive
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- Basic road side 

protection (barriers)

- Pedestrian facilities 
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Behavior change

• International scientific evidence: 

Training and education alone are not 

powerful in delivering improved road 

safety 

• Enforcement combined  with 

promotion/education on the 

enforcement are powerful

• Behavior change creates attitude 

change (seat belts, drink-driving, … )
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Speed management

• The best fast start-up opportunity

• Safe speed limits

• Road engineering
– Speed humps, raised platform crossings, 

roundabouts, …..

• Vigorous enforcement and promotion of it

• Low enforcement tolerances

• Real penalties, properly managed
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Make crashes survivable – intrinsic safety 

What is a survivable crash?

Safe System Approach ✓

Source: Wramborg, P. (2005). A New Approach to a Safe and Sustainable Road 

Structure and Street Design for Urban Areas. Paper presented at Road Safety on Four 

Continents Conference, Warsaw Poland. 

http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/jtrc/safety/targets/08TargetsSummary.pdf

http://www.internationaltransportforum.org/jtrc/safety/targets/08TargetsSummary.pdf
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Good speed limits in many rural towns in EaP

but need to reconsider limits in larger cities and 

increase compliance
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Pedestrian safety: speeds and 

infrastructure are critical
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High percentage 

of deaths in EaP: 

24% in Georgia 

to 42% in 

Belarus 

(WHO report, 

2015)

World Bank project building 

footpaths in Armenia
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At 50 or 60 km/h still a very high risk of death

What is a survivable pedestrian crash?

EaPCs

Real world with 

inadequate 

speed 

enforcement 
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Why is it difficult to get support for enforcement?

Tendency to use personal experience of risk

“I have been driving for 6 months/5 years/25 

years/50 years, and speed regularly. I have not 

had a fatal crash. So, either:

- Speeding is not as risky as road safety 

people claim 

- OR

- It is risky for others but not for me.

But personal experience cannot reveal the 

problem! So it is wrong way to measure risk
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Right Way: 
What happens when the issue is changed?

Scientific research on changing speed limits:

Sliogeris (1992): 100km/h up 110km/h  25%     injury crashes

Sliogeris (1992): 110km/h to 100km/h  19%     injury crashes

Nilsson (1990): 110km/h to 90km/h     21%      fatal crashes 

Scharping (1994): 60km/h to 50km/h 20%       all crashes 

NHTSA (1989):  89km/h up 105km/h 21%      fatal crashes

Bhatnagar (2010):110km/h to 100km/h  26%   casualty crashes

•Note this is not assuming that everyone obeys the limits. If they did benefits would be greater.
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CONCLUSIONS – Safe System Approach

• Systematic evidence based action works in 

road safety

• Countries have more in common than 

separating us

• Key opportunities for road safety exist for EaP, 

especially in 

– road safety management, 

– roads & roadsides, 

– speed management, 

– Behavior change (enforcement and promotion) 
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Questions/comments?


