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Where
do speed
zZones
come
from?

\S

How do
they come
up with
speed
limits?
)

Questions like this
are common in the
minds of most citizens
when it comes to
highway speed limits,
a subject which often
becomes a very
emotional issue.
Hopefully, this pamphlet
will provide insight into
the reasoning behind
rational speed

Zoning.




Can the
speed limit
be lowered

to slow down
the traffic?
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BASIC CONCEPTS

Fundamental to most laws in America is the thought that
the behavior of a majority of people is reasonable. Laws
are written to single out the unreasonable behavior of a
minorily of the population. Speed laws are based on the
same ideas. The Texas speed law is written so that the
reasonable actions of the majority are considered legal.

The law states
“No person shall drive a vehicle on a highway at
a speed greater than is reasonable and prudent
under the circumstances then existing.”

Reasonable people wantto get to their destination as
quickly as possible, but they also are careful drivers and
do notwish to endanger themselves or anybody else. On
any section of road, reasonable drivers will select a
speed they are comfortable with, nottoo slow or too fast,
but one that wilt get them where they want to go safely
and without undue delay. In selecting their speed, they
will intuitively consider things like roadway geometry,
traffic conditions, weather, pedestrians, and the like. As
will be discussed later, the number posted on a speed
limit sign has little effect on the speed they choose.

The main reason speed limits are posted is to inform
motorists of the speed which is considered reasonable
by a majority of drivers on a particular road. Molorists,
especially those unfamiliar with the road, can use this
information to evaluate how they should drive that road.
Speed limits are notintended to force reasonable motor-
ists to speeds they consider unreasonable,
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MOTORIST SPEEDS
figure 1
SETTING SPEED LIMITS

The procedures used to set speed limits are the result
of years of research and experience in the highway
business. Most states use what is known as the 85
percentile speed to set speed limits. This means that it
speeds are measured on any section of road, 85% of
the motorists will be driving at or below the 85 percentile
speed.

In order to explain why this number is chosen, the
assumption is made that the average speed of motor-
ists on a section of road is reasonable. Figure 1
graphically illustrates the typical distribution of motor-
ists” speeds on a road. Each bar on the graph repre-
sents the total number of motorists who drive each
particular speed on a road under study. As you can see,
the greatest number of motorists drive aboutthe average
speed and fewer of them drive slower or faster. Speed
studies almost invariably show that the majority of
drivers will be closely grouped within 5 mph of the
average speed, either 5 mph higher or 5 mph lower.
This small 10 mph range will include about 70% of the
drivers on the road. Speed studies also show that 15%
of motorists will drive unreasonably slow, weli belowthe
average speed. Therefore, a speed limit about 5 mph
above the average speed encompasses the 70% rea-
sonable majority plus the 15% minority of slow drivers
to resultin the 85 percentile speed. The remaining 15%
of speeds above the 85 percentile are indicative of the
minority of drivers who are considered to be exceeding
a reasonable speed.
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COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS

Speed zoning is just one traffic control “tool” for improv-
ing the driving environment on highways. Very often,
however, speed zoning is seen as a solution for traffic
problems it cannot address. When emotion overrides
logic and reason, misconceptions about speed zoning
become difficuit to refute. The two most widely held
misconceptions are that lower speed zones reduce
speeds and reduce accidents.

Many years of research have provenagain and again
that lower speed limits do not appreciably alter traffic
speeds. Tests have been conducted where the num-
bers on speed signs were arbitrarily raised or lowered to
see what effect this would have on traffic. Before and
after speed checks were made and the conclusive
results were that traffic speeds remained very nearly the
same regardless of the number on the sign. Typically,
speeds did not go down when the numbers were low-
ered nor did speeds go up when the numbers were
raised. These studies indicate the validity of the as-
sumption that drivers select their speeds intuitively
based on the environment around them and the speeds
with which they fesl comfortable and safe.

Other research studies have shown that speed limits
set below the reasonable speed of the majority do not
have significant effects on a reduction in the number of
accidents on aroad. Infact, accidents may increase with
unreasonably low speed limits. The safest traffic condition
is when everybody drives at the same speed. Studies have
shown that the minority of people who choose to drive
faster or slowerthan the majority of traffic arouind them
have a greater chance of being in an accident.
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As shown in Figure 2, the possibility for an accidentis
lowest for speeds near the 85th percentile. |f everyone
drove the same speed, no one would need to pass
anyone else, the possibility of rear end collisions would
be reduced, and the road would be safer overall. Differ-
ences in speeds between vehicles provide opportunity
for collisions to occur. If speed zones are lower than the
reasonable speed of the majority, a few motorists will
unwillingly slow down a little, most drivers will ignore the
zones and drive the reasonable speed anyway, and
some drivers will abandon respect for the speed zone
signs altogether and disregard even the reasonable
speed. Therefore, by arbitrarily lowering speed limits
below responsible levels, a variation in motorist speeds
results and a more hazardous condition may be created.

SPEED LIMITS TOO LOW

There are definite disadvantages to setting speed limits
below the 85 percentile speed. If reasonable drivers see
an unreasonably low speed limit without seeing a need
to drive that slow, they will tend to ignore the signs and
develop a disrespect for speed limits in general.

Enforcement people must not only deal with the
unreasonable minority of motorists who dodrive too fast,
but they must also bear the brunt of the dissatisfaction of
the reasonable people who they ticket for exceeding the
low posted speeds. Also, if the speed limits have been
set according to the 85 percentile, the large “tolerances”
used in enforcement are unnecessary. Such limits are
self-enforcing because the majority of people drive the
posted speed already. Setting speed limits too fow and
then allowing drivers to exceed the limitby several miles
per hour before issuing tickets also creates a general
disrespect for speed zoning.

CONCLUSION

Maost traffic problems are not simple nor do they have
simple solutions. Citizen demands for speed zoning are
sometimes made with the admirabie motive to “quick-
fix” a particular problem. No single traffic control too!,
however, can be a cure-all for traffic problems in a
community. Hopefully, this pamphiet has shown what
speed zoning can and cannot do. The traffic profession-
als in the Texas Department of Transportation are
available to answer questions and assist in any way
they can. Helpful comments are always welcome.




For more information, contact your local Texas Depart-
ment of Transportation (TxDot) Office:

City
Abilene
Amarillo
Atlanta
Austin
Beaumont
Brownwood
Bryan
Childress
Corpus Christi
Dallas

E! Paso

Fort Worth
Houston
Lubbock
Lufkin
Odessa
Paris

Pharr

San Angelo
San Antonio
Tyler

Waco
Wichita Falls

Yoakum

Produced by TEES Communications Division
and TTI Communications

3367 1/91 4.5M

Tel. No.

915-673-3761
806-355-5671
903-796-2851
512-836-8640
409-892-7311
915-646-2591
409-778-2165
817-937-2571
512-855-8281
214-320-6110
915-778-4254
817-292-6510
713-869-4571
806-745-4411
409-634-4433
915-332-0501
903-784-4311
512-787-2771
915-944-1501
512-696-1110
903-593-0111
817-799-6261
817-767-8361
512-293-3512

Address

Box 150, 79604-0150
Box 2708, 79105-2708
Box 1210, 75551-1210
Box 15426, 78761-5426
Box 3468, 77704-3468
Box 1549, 76804-1549
Box 3249, 77805-3249
Box 900, 79201-0900
Box 9907, 78469-9907
Box 3067, 75221-3067
Box 10278, 79994-0278
Box 6868, 76115-0868
Box 1386, 77251-1386
Box 771, 79408-0771
Box 280, 75902-0280
3901 E. Hwy 80, 79761
Box 250, 75460-0250
Box Dr EE, 78577-1231
Box 61550, 76906-1550
Box 29928, 78284-0928
Box 2031, 75710-2031
Box 1010, 76703-1010
Box 660, 76307-0660
Box 757, 77995-0757
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