Supplementary Guidance for Camera Partnerships and Others

under the new rules from 1st April

This document is intended to supplement, and in places correct, the guidance to Camera Partnerships published by the DfT in Circular 01/2007 of 31st January 2007 and should be read in conjunction with that circular.  Paragraph numbers in parenthesis below refer to the relevant paragraphs of the DfT document.

(A) Change of Remit

Much the most important change under the new scheme is that (4) "local authorities, the police and other local partners greater freedom and flexibility to pursue whichever locally agreed mix of road safety measures they see fit in order to reduce road casualties in their area" rather than just speed cameras, and that central funding removes the Partnerships' reliance on speeding fines.

(B) Vehicle Activated Signs and TRL548

The DfT's statement (24) "Vehicle Activated Signs (VAS) that are TSRGD compliant have been shown to be effective at reducing speeds and collisions when used instead of or in conjunction with safety cameras and may be considered as part of an overall casualty reduction strategy." is a positive step forward, but signally fails to make clear the order of magnitude improvement in cost effectiveness of VAS compared to cameras - by far the most important issue raised  by this note. Everyone involved in these road safety issues should indeed, as the DfT recommends, read TRL Report 548 (Winnett and Wheeler, 2003), where they will find that VAS are not only significantly more effective than speed cameras at reducing speeds, accidents and casualties, but do so at a small fraction of the cost. 

TL548 quotes £5,000 to install a sign, and Norfolk County Council which now has 350 VAS, budgets for £6,000 to purchase and install a sign with annual running costs of £200 p.a. or so. Averaged over a sensible period of (say) 10 years, this £800 p.a., compared to £52,000 per camera, reported by the independent four-year evaluation report of the National Safety Camera Programme"  (£96m for 4,100 camera sites, but only 1,876 cameras).

.Norfolk CC also advise that the latest VAS, designed to fit on existing lamp posts and electricity supply, cost only £3,000 to purchase and install, this widening the difference even further.  In addition, we suggest that it must be possible to cut costs even more by converting existing cameras to VAS, retaining the existing housings, power supplies and radar systems and fitting the visual display in place of the existing yellow covers.

Whether the difference in cost effectiveness is 20/1, 50/1 or 100/1 of course makes little difference – VAS are so much more cost effective that precise figures are unnecessary, and it is almost impossible to imagine a site where continuing to run, let alone install new, cameras, could make sense. Given their high running costs, replacement of one camera by a sign would pay for a new VAS every 3 months, with all that this implies for road safety..

Select Committee Assessment

It is most important that no one involved in making these choices be mislead by the extraordinary assessment by the Commons Select Committee in their Oct 18 2006 report “Roads Policing and Technology: Getting

the right balance”  which claims (para 117 pg. 40) that “In terms of the value formoney, however, the speed camera was shown to be the most cost-effective……the of return was 12 times the cost, compared to… 10.6) respectively”.  This extraordinary blunder by the Committee – which really should have known better  was based on a remarkable series of errors in information submitted to the Committee by the Department of Transport in response to the Committee's request for data. The most significant of these errors were these:

(a) TRL548, containing data in stark contrast to that provided by the DfT, was not mentioned at all.

(b) The impression given by the DfT to the Committee was that the cost of installing a VAS and operating it for a year was £14,000, although the same Norfolk Council, as above has confirmed not only that the current budget figure is now £6,000 or less (see above), but that the £14,000 quoted by the DfT was for two developmental cameras whose costs in 1998 are simply not indicative of current costs for much larger volumes now being produced.

(c) A figure of £7,500 was quoted to the Committee by the DfT as the cost of installing a camera and operating it for a year. Oxfordshire County Council have not yet answered a Freedom of Information request for an explanation of this figure, but anyone who reads newspapers, let alone the annual accounts of Camera Partnerships knows that this is a ludicrously low figure. .

(d) The cost effectiveness comparison was based on first year costs only - wildly inappropriate given that the camera system costs tens of thousands of pounds p.a. to run, and VAS only £200 p.a.

(e) As with these cost figures, the accident reduction comparison provided by the DfT to the Committee was based not on the very substantial amounts of data in the annual reports of Camera Partnerships on the one hand and TRL548 (a "large scale study" of 61 VAS sites) but on just one camera site and one VAS site – sheer nonsense in statistical terms.

(f) To the extent that comparing accident reduction data for single sites could have any significance in the first place, the comparison provided by the DfT was further skewed by using data from a camera site where accidents before installation had averaged 5.8 p.a., but a VAS site with only 3.1 p.a. thus limiting the potential benefit in absolute terms of each VAS to one quarter of that available to the cameras. (Or, ast there were two signs, 1.55 accidents p.a. per sign) 

(g) In the event, accidents at the camera site fell by 2.2 p.a. (38%) but by the entire 3.1 p.a. (100%) at the VAS site. In terms of absolute numbers, the effectiveness of the VAS was therefore 50% greater than cameras - but in percentage terms was 160% greater, more in line with TRL548 findings.  Incredibly, and absurdly, the DfT then carried forward to the cost effectiveness calculations the absolute numbers of 2.2/ 3.11.instead of 100/260. In any case, comparing the effects of a single camera at a site with 5.8 accidents p.a. with the effects of two signs at a site with 3.2 accidents p.a. (1.55 p.a. per sign) is simply not comparing like with like. 

For all of these reasons it is surely beyond dispute that the Select Committee's view is wildly wrong and should be disregarded.

Other Points

The DfT guidance notes state (11) "The four-year evaluation also considered the effect of ‘regression-to-mean’ ­ the effect arising because the number of collisions in the period before the installation of a camera may be higher than the long-term average for that location”. It concluded that, even after allowing for this phenomenon, “safety cameras still achieve substantial and valuable reductions in collisions and casualties."

This statement, repeated by the DfT, fails to quantify the extent to which the observed falls in accident numbers should be reduced to allow for factors other than cameras, yet Appendix H of the same report estimates that in terms of all injury accidents (Section H.4.1) regression to the mean and other effects are responsible for 50% of the observed reduction, and in terms of fatal and serious accidents, for 80%. Thus in terms of reduced deaths and serious injuries, the real benefits of cameras may well be only one fifth of the observed reductions, all of which are widely and routinely claimed as camera benefits. It is astonishing that, despite printing this analysis in Appendix H, it is largely ignored in the main body of the report and it’s calculation of a cost/benefit figure for the entire Camera Partnership scheme! Given that the benefits claimed in this way are only 2.6 times the cost it is likely that, once regression to the mean had been allowed for the benefits might struggle to exceed the costs.

(19 onwards) "identifying the appropriate solution (at specific locations)"

Given the wide variation of roads, hazards and conditions, it is clear that different measures will be needed for different sites. However, given the very large difference in cost effectiveness between cameras and VAS, it is difficulty to see how it can be ever be possible to justify spending £50,000 p.a. to achieve similar, let alone lower benefits than could be achieved by spending £800 p.a.,

(21) ........"investigation of the nature of the problem, including current vehicle speeds, the proportion of vehicles exceeding the speed limit in free-flowing conditions, the proportion of different collision types and the causes of those collisions. It is recommended that, before a decision is made to use camera enforcement, traffic authorities confirm that the speed limit at each proposed site is appropriate."

As TRL548 points out, VAS can be set to trigger even at speeds below the speed limit, to warn of particular hazards and for that and other reasons including the much lower costs involved, the degree of analysis necessary to justify (or not) installation of a VAS should be considerably less than for a camera.

(27)  "All camera activities have the potential to deal with large numbers of alleged offenders. It is therefore essential that, from the earliest stages when the use of cameras is being considered, discussions take place with all agencies at a local level and an agreement is reached on detailed plans for implementation. The police are responsible for operating and maintaining the cameras and for initiating follow-up procedures to deal with offences detected, while Her Majesty’s Court Service (HMCS) is responsible for collecting fines or fixed penalties and endorsing licences. Their full co-operation and agreement for new or continued camera use is therefore essential and should be secured at an early stage."

That VAS involve no such costs, fines, penalties or the administration necessary to administer them swings the cost/benefit comparison even more strongly in favour of VAS signs. That our police, CPS, courts and the administration of justice for all other offences, heavily overloaded as they are, would benefit greatly from the removal of all such cases from the system is surely self evident.

To those who reply that, much more cost effective though VAS may be, cameras are necessary to enable punishment of speeding drivers, we ask this simple question: Just how many fatalities and injuries are you prepared to accept in exchange for the ability to penalise drivers who, for the great majority, have not had accidents - bearing in mind too that those who are statistically most likely to have accidents are the growing numbers of drivers whose vehicles are not registered in the first place?

(30)  "Whilst the primary objective for camera deployment is to reduce KSIs at known collision locations, cameras can also be beneficial where there is community concern ­ i.e. the local community requests enforcement at a particular site because traffic speed is causing concern for road safety, or where there are engineering factors that cannot be implemented in the short term and enforcement is being used as an interim measure."
It is well known that the majority of communities who ask for speed cameras are refused on the grounds of cost and/or accident levels or site issues. The very much lower costs of VAS, their ability to warn drivers in “real time” even at speeds below speed limits, and other advantages set out in TRL548, go a long way towards solving these problems. Why should one group of residents be given a £50,000 p.a. camera and others nothing at all, when all could have VAS for the same money?

(31) "..........The use of temporary cameras, to enforce temporary lower speed limits, should be seriously considered at all major road works to reduce the likelihood of collisions occurring and to ensure road-worker safety."

A recent report showed however that accidents rise at motorway road works when cameras are installed.

And Finally –not mentioned at all by the DfT

The judgement expected in the coming months on Application Nos 15809/02 and 25624/02 (O’Halloran and Francis v the UK) in the European Court of Human Rights over the right to silence in speed camera law might well make the forced self-incrimination on which speed cameras rely, unenforceable.
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