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ROAD SAFETY IN FRANCE
Reflections on three decades of road safety policy
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Foreword

This report demonstrates how a developed country, France, has managed to widely overcome one of the 
greatest scourges of modern times with much greater success than could have been foreseen.

It is true that there are still far too many road crashes, but whereas close to 17,000 people were killed on 
France’s roads in 1972, the 2005 total was in the region of 5000. This drop is all the more remarkable insofar 
as the volume of traffic has more than tripled during the same period. In other words, for the same trip, the 
risk has been divided by 10, a result that those who witnessed  the situation in the early 1970s, including the 
author of this report who happened to be at that time the first French National Delegate for Road Safety, would 
never have dared to imagine. The epidemic of road traffic crashes is gradually being overcome with progress 
expected to continue during the years ahead. 

Improvements in road safety have also been noted, to a greater or lesser degree, in other developed countries. 
Their experiences, along with those of France, put them in a strong position to assist less developed countries 
in achieving safer roads and to allow them to benefit from the lessons they have learned. 

The countries that stand to derive most benefit from France’s experience are those in which personal road ve-
hicle ownership is just starting to rise, and lorries are coming into widespread use, both of which are essential 
for their future prosperity. These countries are in turn confronted by the terrible scourge of soaring road deaths. 
If they wish to limit it, they must follow the lessons that can be drawn from the experience of the countries that 
have preceded them on this dreadful path. According to the United Nations, the world road crash figures are 
already approaching the appalling total of a million deaths and tens of millions of injuries a year. These figures 
are by far higher than those for the deaths and injuries caused by the various armed conflicts around the world 
that daily make headline news, in contrast to the almost total silence on the subject of road tragedies. Undoubt-
edly the first lesson to be drawn from France’s experience regards the authorities’ responsibility. Depending 
on how effectively they act, the road crash figures can vary in a ratio from one to two at a given time. While 
every individual road user is responsible for their own behaviour behind the wheel, it is the authorities that are 
responsible for the road safety policy and so for the magnitude of the road death toll in their country.

Christian	Gerondeau

Number of people killed in road accidents each year in France (1956-2005)

NUMBER	OF	PEOPLE	KILLED	IN	ROAD	ACCIDENTS	EACH	YEAR	
IN	FRANCE	(1956-2005)

0

1	000

2	000

3	000

4	000

5	000

6	000

7	000

8	000

9	000

10	000

11	000

12	000

13	000

14	000

15	000

16	000

17	000

18	000

19
56

19
58

19
60

19
62

19
64

19
66

19
68

19
70

19
72

19
74

19
76

19
78

19
80

19
82

19
84

19
86

19
88

19
90

19
92

19
94

19
96

19
98

20
00

20
02

20
04

20
05



2  |  Road Safety in France

Considerable progress has been made in France in the field of road safe-
ty in the past three decades and a number of measures have been imple-
mented that have directly led to a reduction in the road death toll. 

In 2005, fewer than 5000 people were killed on the roads in France com-
pared to 5,232 in 2004, 5,731 in 2003, 7,242 in 2002 and 7,721 in 2001.

The results have been even better in 2006. A reduction of 11.6% have 
been recorded in comparison with  2005. This leads to a total of about 
4370 deaths with the old “6 days” definition and of 4703 with the inter-
national “30 days” definition which has now be adopted by the French 
Government. Such results seem to show that the drivers’ behaviors and 
minds have profoundly changed, as in five years time, the number of 
deaths on French roads have been almost halved.

Reduction in road fatalities (January 2002 - March 2005)

Notable progress has been made since 2002, a landmark year in terms 
of road safety policy. In the wake of a personal statement by President 
Jacques Chirac, the government, spurred on by the Minister of the In-
terior, adopted in December 2002 a comprehensive plan to automate 
the “control and sanction” chain for driving offences and particularly for 
speeding offences. 

The plan set aside 400 million euros for a 3-year investment plan to pur-
chase on a first stage 1,000 automatic radar devices, as well as a large 
number of vehicles and modern breath-testing equipment (breathalysers 
and ethylometers). It has also set up new computer centres for the auto-
matic processing of hundreds of thousands of speeding offences every 
month. As part of the process, fixed penalties have been set – and often 
increased at the same time - for most offences, particularly as regards the 
amount of fines and the points to be deducted from drivers’ licences. A 3-
year probationary licence was also introduced for newly-qualified drivers, 
with only half the “final” allocation of points. 

The psychological impact of this series of measures has been consider-
able. It is interesting to note that its effects took place since the end of 
2002, i.e. well before the measures were effectively introduced on the 
ground, which did not happen until the end of 2003.

The number of speeding offences recorded rose from 1.6million in 2003 
to 4.8million in 2004 and 2005 saw this increase continue. In 2005, 
4.2million drivers were caught speeding by the automatic radar devices, 
an average of 20 per device per day.  In total the automatic radar devices 
collected €205 million in fines in 2005 and their set up costs have already 
been covered.

Executive	
summary
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The introduction of these devices is believed to be the principal reason 
for the drop in the number of road deaths to around 5000 in 2005 (4,990 
according to the initial estimates) which was the government’s aim.

On the other hand, France has unfortunately done nothing much to 
change the order of magnitude of its spending on institutional national 
communication campaigns promoting road safety, which remained at just 
12 millions euros in 2005, a sum out of proportion to the problem and to 
the amounts that should be deployed. It is safe to assume that the sta-
tistics would have been even more encouraging, had this not been the 
case. 

A number of lessons can be drawn from France’s experiences, as well 
as that of many other countries, in the field of road safety over the past 
three decades:

1. All other things being equal, i.e. for a given population, road network 
and vehicle fleet, the level of road crashes is in no way an incompressible 
figure and may vary considerably depending on the policies pursued by 
the authorities. 

An examination of crash trends shows that these may sometimes be rap-
idly cut by a quarter or a third, and even, in rare circumstances, by half. 

France has seen two major inflection-points: between 1972 and 1974, 
the number of those killed fell from 16,617 to 13,521, a 19% fall. Com-
pared to a projection based on the trends of past years, the reduction was 
close on 30%.  Three decades later, between 2001 and 2004, the number 
of road deaths in France fell from 7,720 to 5,232, a reduction of 32.5% 
and this trend continues in 2005.

Reduction in road fatalities (1972-2004)

France is not the only country to have recorded massive falls in crash 
rates. Australia has seen two similar instances of sudden reversals. In 
1982, a 20% reduction in the number of road deaths was recorded follow-
ing the introduction of high-density random breath-testing in the state of 
New	South	Wales (Sydney).

Between 1989 and 1992, the state of Victoria (Melbourne) succeeded in 
halving	the	number	of	road	deaths	in	3	years,  thanks to a communica-
tion campaign of remarkable intensity based on hard-hitting messages, 
combined with the introduction of an up to date automated “control and 
sanction” chain that significantly changed police effectiveness. 
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Between 1991 and 1994, Spain, under the leadership of a particularly charis-
matic head of road safety, managed to reduce the number of crash victims by 
40% over three years, also by rolling out massive hard-hitting communication 
campaigns, without actually increasing the frequency of dissuasive action. 

Other countries have had similar experiences.

The quantum shifts in crash rates in France or elsewhere, in very different 
countries, all occurred as a result of “psychological and media shocks” of 
very diverse origins, for example: 

- Announcement and implementation of new road safety rules  
 (speed limits, drink-driving laws, etc.).  

- Announcement and implementation of stronger action by police  
 and the courts.

- Announcement and implementation of harsher penalties.

- “Institutional” communication campaigns backed up by massive  
 resources and putting across hard-hitting messages.

- Media messages from a charismatic road safety manager.  

In France, and some other countries, a combination of these approached 
was used.

2. Such very short-term changes in crash levels prove that it is often pos-
sible to bring about rapid and far-reaching changes in the behaviour of an 
entire population of road-users, since this is the only possible explana-
tion for the immediate difference in crash levels recorded. Unfortunately, 
experience has also shown that spectacular improvements in crash level 
statistics may also be only temporary and may subsequently be followed 
by a return to previous levels. This was the case in France in 1978 and 
then again in 1987, for example, after very sharp downturns caused by 
the passing of laws against driving under the influence of alcohol. 

3. To prevent the level of crashes from rising again after a “psychological 
shock”, or to ensure that this level remains as low as possible, appropri-
ate “psychological pressure” must be permanently maintained. 

As with every attempt to alter human behaviour, one way of achieving 
this is through constraint, represented in this instance by controls on 
drivers accompanied by penalties, and another is incentive, in this case 
conveyed by mass communication channels. Silence or a shortage of 
sufficiently visible messages on road safety results in a level of crashes 
much higher than it could and should be.  

The goal is to establish in road-users’ minds a constant awareness of risk 
on the roads in order for them to adapt their behaviour accordingly. This 
calls for a combination of communication on one hand and repression/
penalties on the other to convince road-users both that the risk exists and 
that the authorities are determined to enforce the law. This is a question 
of mass psychology. What counts is not so much what the authorities do 
as how the situation is perceived by public opinion, which can be meas-
ured by appropriate polls, and which is highlighted above all by analysis 
of crash trends over time.
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4. The requisite “psychological and media pressure” may be achieved 
through three main approaches:

- “event-related” communication, in which the authorities take 
 advantage of events such as those described above (changes
 in regulations, tougher and automatic controls and sanctions,  
 etc.)

- “institutional” communication, using methods adopted by the 
 private  sector, i.e. the allocation of large	sums of money for 
 the conception and more especially the high-density spreading  
 of road safety messages of a “commercial” nature via the 
 media: TV, radio, written press, billboards, etc.

- “personalised” communication when a national head of road  
 safety policy, a political or civil service figure with a sufficiently  
 charismatic profile, is clearly identified and can gain wide 
 media  exposure, taking advantage of every topical opportunity  
 for raising and maintaining public awareness of the risks of the  
 road.  

Of these three approaches, institutional communication is the only one 
that can be controlled with any degree of certainty and sustained over 
the long term. 

Unfortunately, the sums spent are often out of proportion to the issue at 
stake, which is to exert a far-reaching influence over the behaviour of 
entire populations. In today’s world, only the very high-density repetition 
of messages can guarantee that these will have any real effect and will 
not be swamped by the flood of information aimed at our contemporar-
ies. This fact has been grasped by private sector companies who “flood” 
the media to promote their products, unhesitatingly repeating the same 
messages dozens or hundreds of times, since this is what is required for 
them to be effective. 

5. Alongside these communication campaigns, fear of punishment is the 
other essential component of any consistent road safety policy when it 
comes to behaviour. For some of the most repetitive offences, such as 
speeding, only an extensively automated “control and sanction” system 
will be able to cope. Road traffic is a mass phenomenon which, by its 
nature, gives rise to an enormous number of infringements which can-
not possibly be dealt with individually, except in the most serious cases. 
Legislation must therefore be adapted in order to set fixed penalties for 
most infringements. 

On a more general note, legislation and regulations governing the behav-
iour of road-users must be adapted as frequently as necessary, particu-
larly by drawing on best practices identified internationally and checking 
public opinion acceptance. For instance, in September 2005, a national 
poll conducted at the request of the Automobile Clubs Federation has 
shown that a majority (57% versus 42%) of French people would favor 
a decrease from 90km/h to 80km/h in the overall speed limit on inter-
urban roads (excluding motorways), a step which is not forecast at the 
present time, but which could reduce the number of annual death by at 
least 500.
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6. Contrary to a belief that is only too widespread, road safety is also 
a matter of money. Whether it be a matter of institutional communica-
tion campaigns or the introduction of an automated “control and sanction” 
system, sizable financial resources are required. 

The sums in question may appear considerable. In terms of order of mag-
nitude, the cost in developed countries could be of the order of 1 euro 
per inhabitant per year for institutional communication campaigns and 
some 6 euros per inhabitant to set up an automated “control and sanc-
tion” chain. 

These figures pale into insignificance, however, compared to the eco-
nomic cost of road crashes, which is estimated to cost some 400 euros 
annually per inhabitant, not to mention the human cost which cannot be 
translated into figures. 

Neglecting to pay out to put road safety measures in place, however, can-
not be justified given that experience shows that after the initial outlay, 
the “return on investment” is substantial, in human, economic and even 
purely financial terms given the increasing number of offences sanctioned 
and fines collected. 

In	France	for	example,	the	sums	spent	on	new	road	safety	actions	
since	2003	demonstrate	a	rate	of	return	that	is	hard	to	believe.	The	
economic benefits for the country represent 50 times the amount of 
the	sums	spent	each	year.

The funds necessary may be drawn from a number of sources: the gen-
eral budget; ear marked funds (e.g. income from fines); a percentage 
levied on insurance premiums, etc. Whatever the solution adopted, it is 
important to eradicate the all too frequent inconsistency whereby unlim-
ited amounts of money are spent through insurance channels in repara-
tion (or attempted reparation) for the consequences of crashes, and yet it 
is impossible to find the money for the infinitely smaller amounts needed 
to prevent, as far as is humanly possible, crashes from occurring in the 
first place. 

7. Alongside the short-term actions mentioned above, there are others 
whose results only emerge in the medium or long term. It is these actions 
which determine the long-term trend around which the crash level may 
fluctuate, according to the level of psychological pressure applied to road-
users, i.e. by the policies being followed in terms of communication and 
of controls and sanctions. These long-term actions relate to three fields: 
education and training of road-users, road infrastructure and vehicles. 

Education and/or training can take place in schools, in driving-schools 
and even after passing the driving test. It may be difficult to measure the 
effectiveness of training, but this in no way makes it less necessary or 
less worthwhile for long term achievements. 

Matters are somewhat different in the field of road infrastructure, where 
it is possible to measure the impact of actions taken by comparing the 
situation “before and after”. Such actions may be highly effective. They 
include building motorways, redesigning traditional trunk roads to make 
crossroads and approaches less dangerous, or even upgrading their 
safety to motorway level by installing a safety-barrier between carriage-
ways (Sweden’s 2+1 solution). They also include “traffic-calming” meas-
ures which considerably reduce the number and the gravity of crashes in 
built-up areas. 
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In the case of vehicles, these have seen such rapid advances in recent 
years from the safety point of view that they must be considered as play-
ing a notable part in the improvement in crash statistics currently being 
recorded in Western Europe. Some of the most significant advances in-
clude collision protection for passengers (structural design, seatbelts, air-
bags, etc.) and those which substantially reduce the risk of losing control 
of the vehicle (ESP in particular).

Among the other measures likely to have medium or long-term effects, it 
is important not to overlook the role that effective organisation of crash 
emergency services and hospital care can play in increasing the chances 
of survival for crash victims. 

Conclusion:

The level of crashes in a country may at any given moment stand above 
or below a “reference level” which corresponds to what might “normally” 
be expected given the temperament of its inhabitants, its vehicle fleet, 
and the condition of its road network. The variation around this “reference 
level” may be in the ratio of one to two.

The objective is therefore to influence the behaviour of road-users in or-
der to bring the number of road crashes down to the lowest possible 
level, without imposing constraints that would be rejected by public opin-
ion. The corresponding responsibility lies with the authorities and not with 
each user. 

Such	is	the	great	road	safety	paradox:	Each	road-user	is	responsi-
ble	for	his	or	her	behaviour,	but	the	authorities	alone	are	responsible	
for	the	overall	level	of	road	crashes. It is the authorities which control 
all the factors influencing the “system” in which road-users operate: user 
training and information; driving legislation and regulations; controls and 
sanctions; road network development; regulations applying to vehicles; 
organisation of emergency services and care…

It is therefore for those responsible for road safety policy in each country 
to permanently assess how closely the level of crashes in that country 
approaches the optimum, or how far it diverges from it. 

Two remarks may be made in the light of experience in France and other 
countries. When the situation as regards road crashes in a country is ad-
dressed by an effective policy, and especially when substantial improve-
ments have already been achieved, clearly it is difficult to achieve further 
progress and the first objective must be to prevent the crash rate from ris-
ing again. In contrast, after a period with no major campaign carried out, 
no major legislative innovation introduced and very little improvement (or, 
even worse, an increase) in crash levels, there is every reason to believe 
that there is considerable scope for progress to be made. This is true for 
all countries, both those whose results are comparatively better than oth-
ers and those who perform comparatively poorly. 

In any event, countries that can justifiably claim to be doing everything 
possible to combat the scourge of road crashes are still very much the 
exception. For all the others, experience shows that combining massive 
communication campaigns with modern techniques that enable the police 
and courts to function with maximum efficiency can have impacts beyond 
all expectations on the scale of the tragedy acted out on our roads, and 
that any additional public money allocated to these actions could hardly 
be better spent. 
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Part	one	-	Three	decades	of	experience



 Road Safety in France  |  9

Introduction:	
Review	of	the	
past:	
Priot	to	1972

In many respects, the car and the truck have made more of a mark on the 
20th century than any other invention, and France is no exception to the 
rule. France was a pioneer, producing 4,000 vehicles in 1900, more than 
any other nation at the time. In 2000, France had 28,000,000 cars regis-
tered on its roads, 5,100,000 light commercial vehicles, 550,000 trucks 
and 80,000 buses and coaches, making a total of 33,700,000 road vehi-
cles with four or more wheels for a population of 58,900,000; this gives a 
ratio of 570 road vehicles per 1,000 inhabitants. That is a very long way 
to come in a century.

Furthermore, a recent survey found that 91% of French adults had easy 
access to a car when necessary, 85% as drivers and 6% as passengers; 
the proportion rose to 99% outside the Paris region for those aged be-
tween 35 and 60. 

In France, as in the rest of Western Europe, road vehicles now account 
for 90% or more of all land transport of passengers and goods, all other 
modes of transport having been reduced to a very minor role. The impor-
tance of road transport in modern economies is highlighted by the fact 
that it hovers around 15% of GDP in all the developed countries. The 
people of these countries now spend close to 15% of their income on 
their cars, whereas only a century ago this budget item simply did not ex-
ist. If this is so, it is because the advantages of using the roads and road 
vehicles are so great that almost no one is prepared to give up their car, 
while companies could not do without the truck that has become one of 
the foundations of our modern economies.

Yet alongside the many advantages in terms of quality of life and eco-
nomic efficiency procured by the use of cars, trucks and roads, they have 
their negative aspects, one of which is dramatic. Road crashes killed 
more people in the 20th century than many armed conflicts have done. In 
France, no fewer than 700,000 dead and 16 million injured were recorded 
on the country’s roads between 1900 and 2000, mostly in the course of 
the second half of the century. This is a death toll higher than that suffered 
by France in the Second World War, of close on 500,000 killed between 
1939 and 1945. 

For the whole of Western Europe, the statistics are approaching 4 mil-
lion killed and 100 million injured. The losses are on a par with those of a 
major war and will bear comparison to the ravages of the great epidem-
ics that have featured so heavily in human history, for there is scarcely 
a family in Europe that has not been affected. History will no doubt look 
uncomprehendingly and severely on the passive acceptance that has too 
often been the only response to this mass slaughter.
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It would be wrong to believe that the scourge of road deaths has grown 
steadily worse over the course of the past century, as the number of vehi-
cles on the roads has increased.  In the developed countries of the time, 
the 1970s marked a major turning point. At this period, and virtually simul-
taneously, the number of crashes fell sharply in most developed countries 
and the number of victims, instead of continuing to increase year on year, 
began to decline even as the volume of road traffic continued to increase. 
In France, the reversal of the trend was particularly sharp thanks to the 
impact of two key measures, which were followed a few years later by 
a third. The first two were the introduction in 1973 of blanket speed lim-
its and the compulsory wearing of seatbelts, measures which were rein-
forced in 1978 by a major law on drink-driving limits. 

However, while these three measures played a crucial role in reducing 
the number of crashes in France, as was the case in most other devel-
oped countries, almost all of which adopted similar measures at much 
the same time, it is especially interesting to note that crash statistics in 
France fell sharply a year before the first two above-mentioned meas-
ures were adopted. In fact, it was in July 1972 that the steep climb in the 
number of crash victims took a sharp downturn, showing the first ever de-
crease in crash numbers in this country, whereas  in the past the number 
of those killed had been rising at a seemingly unstoppable rate not far 
from a thousand more victims every year. 

The	appointment	of	a	road	safety	manager:	
enormous	media	impact
For some time, this break in the trend appeared to be the work of chance. 
Today, we know it to be nothing of the sort. This first downturn in the trend 
was due to a massive media onslaught. On 5 July 1972, in response to 
a proposal by Prime Minister Jacques Chaban-Delmas, and on the urg-
ing of the  individual who would be the first holder of the post, the French 
government created the position of “National	Delegate	for	road	safety” 
(Délégué à la sécurité routière) reporting directly to the Prime Minister. 
The task of this high ranking official was to organise and coordinate an 
“Interministerial committee for road safety”, chaired by the Prime Min-
ister himself and consisting of all the government ministers concerned, 
12 in  total (Decree no. 72-608 of 5 July 1972 instituting an interministe-
rial committee for road safety). The terms of reference of this committee 
were to “define government policy in the field of road safety and ensure 
its application”. To this end, the committee was “tasked with adopting 
all necessary directives and preparing the necessary draft legislation, as 
well as examining the annual road safety investment programme as part 
of ministerial budgets”. 

The National Delegate for Road Safety was given extensive responsibili-
ties under the terms of the same decree: 

- To prepare the deliberations of the Interministerial committee for  
 road safety and ensure the application of any decisions taken 
- To draw up a master-plan for the improvement of road safety 
- To propose, as part of that plan, a programme of investment
 and to offer advice on the amount of operating credits that
 would be required
- To establish the terms for the use of credits to be entered in the  
 budget, for the purposes of public information 
- To steer the preparation of draft legislation and regulations relating  
 to road safety. 

I.		The	
landmark	
decisions	of	
the	1970s
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For the first time in France, a single figure was given national responsibil-
ity for combating the scourge of road crashes. The initiative immediately 
attracted extraordinary media attention which in turn had the effect of 
building up the expectations of public opinion. In the course of endless 
interviews on television, radio and in the press, the newly-appointed Na-
tional Delegate dinned into all ears the importance of the three golden 
rules that form the basis for any road safety policy with regard to the be-
haviour of road-users (keep your speed down, wear your seatbelt, don’t 
drink and drive) and the need for them to be obeyed. 

The National Delegate was instantly dubbed “Mr. Safety” (Monsieur Sé-
curité) and his seeming omnipresence in the media convinced a large 
segment of public opinion that important changes were taking place at the 
behest of the authorities. This in itself was considered no mean feat since 
the government had changed just a week after the Interministerial com-
mittee was set up. Most importantly, however, the general public became 
that they should do more to obey the law. Road-users modified their be-
haviour accordingly. There is no other plausible explanation for the abrupt 
downturn in crash statistics that occurred in France in July 1972.  During 
the first 6 months of 1972, and increase of 10% was recorded over 1971 
(7506 killed versus 6804), while the last half of the year have seen a de-
crease of 3% over the preceding year (9039 killed versus 9257).

The reason for harking back to this episode is that it presents great simi-
larities, not only to other episodes of a like nature in other countries, but 
to what was to take place in France 30 years later, since it shows the 
considerable impact that massive media attention can have on the trend 
in road crash statistics. 

It is also interesting, and instructive, to look back at the circumstances 
which surrounded the taking of those three key road safety decisions 
back in the 1970s. 

Blanket	speed	limits
Everything in French tradition was opposed to the introduction of blanket 
speed limits on the road and motorway network. France had been home 
to the creation of the first road-races and the first Grand Prix circuit races. 
The country had a strong motor manufacturing industry including pres-
tige marques, some of which had built their reputation on producing ever 
faster and ever more powerful cars. This industry, and the equipment 
manufacturing industry that went hand in hand with it, had direct access 
to the corridors of power in the person of the President of the Republic 
himself. Georges Pompidou was a lover of fast cars, which he enjoyed 
driving himself, and a committed adversary of speed limits, which he op-
posed first as Prime Minister and then as President, throughout the 1960s 
and into the early 1970s. 

Yet research carried out in France had long ago provided incontrovertible 
proof that the introduction of speed limits would reduce both the number 
and the gravity of road crashes. Opinion polls also showed that, although 
its voice was not heard, there was a large silent majority of public opinion 
– around 80% – in favour of the introduction of blanket speed limits on the 
country’s roads. For the measure to stand any chance of being adopted, 
however, it was essential that the National Delegate for Road Safety ap-
pointed in 1972 should not overtly raise an issue that would have led to 
a presidential veto.  
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It was against this background that the new Prime Minister, Pierre Mess-
mer, won over by the arguments advanced in favour of the measure, 
took the decision on Tuesday 28 June 1973 to impose a “surprise” speed 
limit on all French roads and immediately announced that decision to 
the press, presenting the President with a fait accompli. Next morning’s 
meeting of the Conseil des Ministres (Cabinet) under the presidency of 
Mr Pompidou saw much verbal jousting, but clearly the head of state 
could not disavow the head of government.  

Courageous as it was, the decision taken by the Prime Minister of the day 
remained incomplete. It applied only to the network of ordinary roads, 
which were limited in the main to 100 and sometimes 110 km/h, but left 
out the motorway network. It had seemed impossible to go any further 
than that, and the step taken was already so bold that it gave rise to 
fierce, even violent, polemics that gripped the media and public opinion 
throughout the summer, especially since the measure had been totally 
unexpected and caught everyone by surprise. 

The oil crisis which took place in October of the same year of 1973 put the 
finishing touches to the process. Faced with the risk of fuel shortages, Eu-
ropean governments all decided to impose blanket national speed limits 
in order to reduce fuel consumption. The most surprising aspect was that 
motorists everywhere, panic-stricken at the idea of a fuel shortage, ac-
cepted the measures without a murmur and in France there were none of 
the violent debates that had marked the summer. French officials respon-
sible for road safety then chose to take advantage of such exceptional 
circumstances and the decision was taken to impose speed limits in the 
name of fuel-saving that could be kept in force once the crisis was over 
and the threat of fuel shortages removed. 

So it was that a limit of 90 km/h was adopted for the entire French trunk 
road network – and not 80 km/h as in other countries, which would then 
revert to 100 km/h after the crisis - and 120 km/h for motorways.

Experience was to confirm the wisdom of these decisions, since for the 
most part they are still in force over thirty years later. Only the motorway 
speed limit has changed. After a brief increase to 140 km/h for a matter 
of months on the express wish of President Pompidou, after his death 
on 2 April 1974 the limit was reduced to 130 km/h on motorways running 
through open country and 110 km/h on urban motorways. Both decisions 
were taken by the new Prime Minister, Jacques Chirac, on 6 November 
1974.

It was only in 2005, i.e 32 years later, that it was considered, on the 
proposal of the former first National Road Safety Delegate, to lower the 
overall speed limit on ordinary roads from 90 to 80 km/h.

The authorities thus made use of exceptional circumstances to introduce 
measures that ran counter in every way to French tradition; whether or 
not such measures would have been adopted later, and when, no one 
can say. 
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Compulsory	use	of	seatbelts	
The fitting of seatbelts to the front seats of all new cars was made com-
pulsory in France in the late1960s. These first seatbelts were still very 
rudimentary. More often than not, they were fixed rather than inertia-reel 
systems and difficult to adjust. Locking and unlocking mechanisms were 
complex and varied from one model to another. In the circumstances, it 
was not surprising that seatbelt use continued to be so low despite the 
massive information campaigns rolled out between 1969 and 1972. 

Surveys indicated rates of seatbelt use of under 20% on inter-city roads 
and motorways and virtually zero in urban and suburban areas. The situ-
ation seemed set to persist for many years to come. Subsequent experi-
ence was to show that nowhere in the world would high levels of seatbelt 
use be reached without legal or regulatory compulsion. 

Opinion polls brought about the breakthrough. Information reached 
France that Australia had just made the use of seatbelts compulsory in all 
vehicles equipped with them. Although such an approach had never been 
envisaged in Europe, the Delegate for Road Safety wanted to know how 
such a step would be received by French public opinion. So he commis-
sioned pollsters to ask two questions, the answers to which would prove 
illuminating.

The first showed that massive information campaigns carried out at the 
time had borne fruit, since 80% of those questioned in France said they 
were convinced of the effectiveness of seatbelts in the event of crash. It 
was the answer to the second question, however, that caused the great-
est surprise, since 80% of those questioned also said they would support 
the government if it decided to make the wearing of seatbelts compulsory, 
at least outside built-up areas. 

This result came as such a surprise that another opinion research firm 
was asked to put the same question again. The results were exactly the 
same. Contrary to all expectations, public opinion expected the govern-
ment to exert its authority and impose a standard of behaviour that no one 
was prepared to adopt unless obliged to do so. 

It is easy to understand how much easier these opinion polls made it for 
Prime Minister Pierre Messmer to decide, also on 28 June 1973, to make 
the wearing of seatbelts compulsory on roads and motorways outside 
built-up areas.  

Once again, the decision took everyone by surprise since no one had 
ever raised the possibility. And yet it was immediately respected by the 
vast majority of drivers and passengers. Unlike the blanket speed limit on 
roads imposed at the same time, the measure sparked no serious con-
troversy. It was the introduction of speed limits that drew all the attention 
and all the opposition. 

Since seatbelts are all the more effective at lower speeds, the positive 
impact of the measure was further enhanced by the lowering of speed 
limits introduced in 1973 at the time of the oil crisis. Overall, 1974 saw a 
sharp fall in crash statistics, with 13,521 road deaths compared to 16,617 
in 1972, a year when the toll would have widely exceeded 17,000 without 
the sudden downturn in July. In two years, the annual death toll had been 
reduced by 3,000 or even by as much as 5,000 given that a projection of 
past trends would have suggested a total of 19,000 deaths in 1974. 
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The French initiative was to have swift repercussions throughout Europe. 
France’s National Delegate for Road Safety had recently been elected 
Chair of the Road Safety Committee of the European Conference of Min-
isters of Transport (ECMT). He persuaded this body to adopt a resolution 
recommending that all member countries make the wearing of seatbelts 
compulsory at the earliest possible date, a resolution that instantly trig-
gered a vast movement that would eventually lead to the spread of com-
pulsory seatbelts across the entire continent. 

France, meanwhile, gradually widened the scope of the compulsory wear-
ing of seatbelts, extending the requirement to occupants of front seats of 
cars in built-up areas in 1979, and then to all vehicle occupants in 1990. 

The	drink-driving	law	of	1978
The two key measures of 1973 did not take into account one of the three 
major causes of road crashes - driving under the influence of alcohol, 
one of the major causes of crash rates of the time. This was a problem 
that required a law to be passed, since it was impossible to act by way of 
regulation pure and simple (decrees). 

Studies carried out in 1976 based on detailed analysis of all fatal road 
crashes in France over a six-month period showed that in 40% of cases 
those responsible for the crash had blood alcohol levels in excess of 0.8 
g/litre. 

Supported by these dramatic findings, a draft bill was drawn up contain-
ing two key elements: 

- The possibility for the forces of order to carry out “preventive”  
 blood alcohol tests on drivers, i.e. not just in the wake of an offence or  
 crash, as was previously the case.
- The possibility of replacing testing of a blood sample by an analysis  
 of expired air using breathalysers (to detect the presence of an  
 illegal level of alcohol) and ethylometers (to measure that level  
 precisely and provide proof admissible in a court of law). 

Until now, the forces of order had had only very limited scope for action. 
They could only check the blood alcohol level of drivers who had com-
mitted an offence or been involved in an crash, or if the driver showed 
manifest signs of intoxication. In addition, the only way to measure blood 
alcohol levels that was admissible in court was to take a blood sample, 
i.e. in most cases make a visit a hospital and hence interrupt other activi-
ties. It goes without saying that the former system had little dissuasive 
effect. 

The draft bill was unparalleled in Europe at the time. However, it still had 
to be passed by a majority in parliament, quite a task for a country which 
held the world record for alcohol consumption and virtually every region 
of which produced either wine or fruit-based spirits, or both! 

Fortunately, the draft bill benefited from two favourable sets of circum-
stances. The first was the whole-hearted support of the Justice Minister, 
Alain Peyrefitte, a leading figure in Gaullist ranks and a man of consider-
able influence. The second was the election in 1978 of a new National 
Assembly. It is much easier for a government newly come to power to 
pass a law that risks being unpopular with part of the electorate, than on 
the eve of elections when members of parliament are naturally worried 
about retaining their seats.  
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In any event, the combination of these two sets of favourable circumstanc-
es bore fruit and the new law banning drink-driving was voted through by 
a large majority on 12 July 1978. 

The issue received extraordinary media coverage and became the main 
subject of conversation for the French over the summer. Everyone was 
expecting to be breathalysed at any moment, and the results proved to 
be beyond anyone’s expectations as crash rates plummeted. There were 
1,000 fewer deaths recorded in the second half of the year than in the 
same period for the previous year, bringing the annual toll down to 12,137 
in 1978 compared to 13,104 in 1977. 

France’s experience of 1978 became a textbook example, since it proved 
that effective action was possible against this key issue for road safety. 
(cf. “Deterring the Drinking Driver”, by H.L.Ross) Of course some of the 
alcohol-related road crashes were the work of chronic alcoholics whom it 
would be difficult to prevent from drinking and driving. Contrary to widely-
held belief, however, such individuals accounted for only a minority of 
alcohol-related crashes, most of which were in fact caused by “ordinary” 
citizens who on special occasions (parties, weddings, get-togethers with 
friends or family) consumed quantities of alcohol incompatible with driv-
ing, since the risk increases exponentially as the blood alcohol level rises 
(by a factor of 10 for 0.8g/l).

Difficult as it might be to change the behaviour of chronic alcoholics, 
France’s experience in 1978 showed that the “ordinary” driver was sus-
ceptible to the threat of being stopped and fined, and capable of a fun-
damental change in behaviour if he believed he might be breathalysed 
frequently and severely punished. As the slogan of the time put it, “Boire 
ou conduire, il faut choisir” (drink or drive you have to choose). There is 
no need to look any further for the reason behind the sharp fall in crashes 
in the second half of 1978. 

Unfortunately, it proved to be a flash in the pan and by the first half of 
1979 the level of crashes due to driving under the influence of alcohol 
had returned to the catastrophic levels of the past.  The conclusion drawn 
from this regrettable failure was that it was not possible to bring about 
lasting changes in behaviour and that after an initial positive period of 
several months thanks to extensive media coverage, old habits inevitably 
crept back in. 

With the benefit of hindsight, we know now that conclusion was false.  
What the conclusion should have been is that for a measure aimed at 
changing user behaviour to stay over the long term, once the short-term 
media effect has worn off, drivers must be convinced that the risks of be-
ing stopped and punished continue to exist over time. For this to be the 
case, two things are required: psychological and media pressure must be 
maintained, and controls must be carried out and effectively backed up 
by sanctions. In other words, you can fool people for a few months, but 
not for longer. 

Unfortunately the 1978 act, however well-founded its principles, which 
were ahead of their time compared to the rest of Europe, contained two 
fundamental flaws. Yes, the principle of preventive controls in the ab-
sence of any offence or crash had been admitted. But in an excess of 
precaution, the act had stipulated that these could only be carried out at 
the request of the Procureur de la République (public prosecutor), i.e. 
the Justice Ministry’s representative in each of France’s administrative 
“Départements”. 



16  |  Road Safety in France

The police officers and gendarmes could not, therefore, act on their own 
initiative. Hampered by bureaucratic procedures, the preventive controls 
proved in reality to be few and far between, generally no more than one 
a month for each “Département”. It was not until much later, in 1990, that 
the law was changed to give the forces of order full freedom to act on their 
own initiative. 

The second handicap suffered by the 1978 act concerned the testing 
apparatus and, more specifically, the unavailability of the certified equip-
ment for measuring alcohol levels in expired air that was needed to pro-
vide proof admissible by a court, in place of the traditional blood sample.

Surprising as it might seem, it took nine years for this “technical” prob-
lem to be solved by the French “metrology” agency whose approval was 
needed, and yet similar equipment had been in use to general satisfaction 
for years in the USA and Australia, making the work of the police forces 
much more effective. The 1978 act, in other words, however excellent in 
principle, remained largely a dead letter for many years; this explains why 
the results achieved, however massive and extraordinary for a matter of 
months, proved short-lived. 

It was not until a quarter of a century later, in 2003, that funds began to 
be made available for police and gendarmerie forces to be fully equipped 
with breathalysers (for detecting the presence of alcohol) and ethylom-
eters (for measuring the exact proportion of alcohol in expired air). Here 
we see a classic case of the inconsistency which only too often, in France 
and elsewhere, typifies the action of certain areas of the public sector. 
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Prior	to	1997
Between 1980 and 1997, crash levels in France decreased slowly at a 
fairly even rate, the annual death toll falling from 12,000 to 8,000. The 
period saw a number of positive decisions, for the most part applying the 
recommendations of a major White Paper produced in 1989. 

The timetable of the major decisions taken over this period is as follows:  

1987:
- Adoption of a law strengthening penalties for driving under the  
 influence of alcohol 
1990:
- Reduction in the speed limit in built-up areas to from 60 km/h to  
 50 km/h
- Forces of order empowered to carry out preventive breathalyser  
 tests on their own initiative 
- Compulsory wearing of seatbelts by occupants of vehicle rear  
 seats 
1992: 
- Introduction of the points system for driving licences
1994: 
- Introduction of the one-point penalty for failure to wear a seat 
 belt 
- Agreement between the government and insurance companies  
 for the latter to spend 0.5% of premium income from compulsory  
 insurance on prevention campaigns
1995: 
- Reduction in the maximum blood alcohol limit from 0.8 to 0.7 and  
 them to 0.5g/litre.
1997:
- Requirement for young people aged between 14 and 16 to pass  
 a road safety certificate (BSR) at school before being able to  
 drive a moped.

In contrast to this list of positive road safety measures, however, should 
be noted the decision taken in 1996 to allow holders of a car licence 
for over two years to drive a 125 cc motorbike without any additional 
theoretical or practical test. Passed in application of a European measure 
(91/429/CEE), this step – incomprehensible from the point of view of road 
safety – could only promote the development of a mode of transport un-
fortunately significantly more dangerous than the car, and have damaging 
consequences for road safety, as indeed proved to be the case.  

The 1989 White Paper had also called for harmonisation of speed limits 
across Europe and hence in Germany, and for maximum speed limits 
to be factory-built into all road vehicles on the market. Neither of these 
points was followed up, however, since, according to the European trea-
ties, they fell outside the juridiction of any one country.  

 

II.		1980	to	2002
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1997	to	2002
The election of a new government in 1997 raised hopes of a marked 
improvement in the situation.  The new government certainly set itself an 
ambitious target of halving the number of road deaths over its five-year 
term of office, at a meeting of the Interministerial committee of road safety 
held on 26 November and chaired by the new Prime Minister, Lionel Jos-
pin.
Unfortunately, these stated intentions were not borne out and the five 
years that followed were gloomy ones. The period from 1997 to 2001 saw 
total stagnation in the situation, the death toll moving from 7,987 in 1997 
to 7,720 in 2001, after actually recording a rise to 8,437 in 1998. And, as 
before, these statistics took into account only those dying within 6 days 
of an crash, not the 30 days required under international rules and which 
would have increased the toll by some 5%. (The adoption of the interna-
tional accounting way was to occur in 2006 only).

With hindsight, it is interesting to analyse the causes of this resounding 
failure. It cannot be attributed to a lack of will on the part of the members 
of government concerned. Over the five years in question, they called 
again and again for greater prudence. At the request of victims’ groups 
who wanted to see the guilty punished more severely, a new law was 
even passed, instituting an offence of “excessive speeding” for drivers 
breaking the speed limit by more than 50 km/h. The impact of this meas-
ure on crash statistics, however, was negligible if it ever existed, since no 
one felt the law concerned them, as offenders had to be caught twice to 
actually be punished! The important thing is to have an effect on the vast 
majority of drivers, not on an extreme fringe. 

No new testing methods were introduced over the period. At peak holiday 
periods, of course, regular announcements were made that police and 
gendarmes would be out in vast numbers to monitor driver behaviour. 
Any effect which such solemn announcements might have had was un-
dermined by the fact that drivers generally agreed that you could drive for 
hundreds if not thousands of kilometres and never see a single gendarme 
or police officer. 

As for national information campaigns on radio and television, these re-
ceived only the scantiest of funding when compared to the issues at stake. 
While official reports put the cost of road crashes to the nation at around 
30	billion euros, an astounding sum, the budget dedicated to influencing 
road users’ behaviour by means of communication and advertising rose 
from 3	to	just	7	million euros a year, equivalent to two ten-thousandths 
of that cost. This is a derisory amount compared for instance to a total 
advertising spend by car manufacturers and importers of around one	and	
a	half	billion euros a year.

What is more astonishing still is that this budget had stood unchanged 
at 3 billion euros for almost twenty years, from 1980 to 1998! (Report by 
the “Communication” commission of the Conseil National de la Sécurité 
Routière (national road safety council) 2002). Over the same twenty-year 
period, the purchasing power of this amount had shrunk considerably, 
both as a result of inflation and because of specific increases in the cost 
of advertising. 

In the circumstances, an increase from 3 to 7 million euros in road safety 
advertising was dramatically out of proportion. A French manufacturer at 
the time spent 14 million euros on a single “routine” campaign for one 
bottom of the range model! 
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In essence, the government of the day was the victim of a commonly-held 
illusion. It believed it was enough to be full of good intentions and to make 
appeals for prudence based on everyone’s sense of civic duty to get re-
sults. Unfortunately, it was nothing like enough. 

The potentially most promising decision taken at this time was perhaps 
the establishment on 28 August 2001, as the government’s term of office 
neared its end, of a Conseil National de la Sécurité Routière (national 
road safety council), consisting of 45 members drawn from members of 
parliament, local representatives, officials from the various ministries con-
cerned, representatives of road users’ and victims’ groups, and of vehicle 
manufacturers, specialist experts and the Delegate for Road Safety. The 
creation of this body could have no impact on the period from 1997 to 
2001, of course, since it came into existence only at the end of that pe-
riod. Indeed, only time will tell how effective it is. 

Faced with this lack of results, public opinion remained largely passive, 
as is so often the case, accepting road crashes as an unavoidable fact 
of life. A handful of agents, however, were to pave the way for the events 
which occurred in 2002 and subsequently. 

A number of civil servants continued to work hard to prepare things for 
better times. The annual national reports on road safety were first class, 
maybe without equivalent in other countries. Other people closely worked 
on the ways to improve in the future the “control and sanction” system. 

There were also groups set up by victims and the parents of victims, who 
kept up constant and unrelenting pressure, calling particularly for more 
severe punishment of those who cause crashes.  It was largely thanks to 
such groups that the law of 18 June 1999 (Gayssot act) on road safety 
was passed (instituting the offence of excessive speeding, as mentioned 
earlier). By maintaining a constant presence in the media, these groups 
created a climate that prepared public opinion to respond favourably to 
measures taken from 2002 onwards; it must be said, of course, that pub-
lic opinion is in the main always fundamentally well-disposed towards the 
issue of road safety and ready at any time to approve the introduction of 
any reasonable and effective policy for the reduction of road crashes. 

Of these groups, two played a particularly crucial role: the Anne Cellier 
Foundation and the Ligue Contre la Violence Routière (League Against 
Road Violence).

The Anne Cellier Foundation was set up in 1986 by the parents of a young 
woman who died three months after a road crash in which she was badly 
burned. Before she died, Anne Cellier left this message: “Fight in memory 
of me to stop this happening”. And that is what her parents did, with re-
markable constancy, for almost twenty years. Her mother Christiane Cel-
lier became a familiar face whenever the issue of road safety came up 
in the media. It has to be said that the trial which followed the crash that 
injured Anne Cellier aroused high feelings across the country. 

The driver who had crashed into the young woman’s car and caused the 
fire was well in excess of the legal alcohol limit, which did not prevent 
the judge from virtually acquitting him with the words “it could happen to 
anyone after an evening out with friends”!  
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Naturally, an appeal was lodged. Above all, however, in response to the 
outcry, a new law was passed on 10 July 1987, introducing stiffer penal-
ties for drink-driving and making most of the penalties automatic to avoid 
such miscarriages of justice in the future. 

The media impact of the new law was so great that it alone was responsi-
ble for a significant drop in the number of road deaths for the year in ques-
tion. The Anne Cellier Foundation, which was supported by the noted 
lawyer Jehanne Collard, was dissolved early in 2005, at a time when the 
annual death toll in France was half what it had been when the Founda-
tion was set up. 

The Ligue Contre la Violence Routière is a permanent association. It 
too was founded by a mother, Geneviève Jurgensen, whose two young 
daughters were killed in a road crash, and it now plays a vital role among 
road crash victims’ groups. With a membership of 3,000, many of whom 
are also parents of child victims of road crashes, it is represented in every 
one of France’s 100 administrative “Départements”. Under the constant 
impetus of its founder and other officers, the Ligue contre la Violence 
Routière has played and continues to play an irreplaceable role in awak-
ening a national awareness that has gradually spread to the French pop-
ulation as a whole, all the way up to the highest level. Among its many 
campaigns, it has organised a number of protest demonstrations by the 
mothers of victims that have struck a chord with the media and with public 
opinion.  

On a different note, the Automobile Clubs focused their campaigning for 
road safety on requests for extra resources for reducing the number of 
crashes. They were firmly convinced that more funds were needed to 
translate the clear desire to prevent crashes into concrete action. Over 
the period 1997-2001, they campaigned incessantly, but with very little 
significant success, for 4 priority actions: 

- A change in the order of magnitude of funds made available for  
 information campaigns 
- The introduction of systematic checks on the safety of French  
 roads.
- The introduction of a “zero alcohol” requirement for newly-qualified  
 drivers.
- Compulsory use of dipped headlights by day. 

The Automobile Clubs began campaigning for this last measure in 1998, 
when the question had never before been raised in France. Their argu-
ments only obtained a (partial) hearing some years later. 

No doubt the actions of all these groups played an important role in the 
decision by the President of the Republic, Jacques Chirac, to hold and 
personally chair an unprecedented three-hour meeting, on 9 October 
2001, dedicated exclusively to road safety.  Those invited to attend were 
all members of civil society. In the front ranks of those invited were the 
heads of the organisations referred to above. Organised by the Presi-
dent’s special advisor on the subject, whose role was as discreet as it 
was essential, this major meeting produced no immediate conclusions, 
but bore spectacular fruit a few months later. 
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Preparation	for	the	decisions	of	2002
The first half of 2002 was marked in France by two elections of the utmost 
importance. 

On 5 May, Jacques Chirac was re-elected as President of France for a 
further five-year term on the second round of voting, polling 82.1% of the 
vote against Jean-Marie Le Pen who, to everyone’s surprise, had taken 
second place in the first round. On 9 and 16 June, a general election re-
turned to the National Assembly an absolute majority of members of the 
Presidential party, the UMP (Union pour une Majorité Présidentielle). 

Following his re-election, President Jacques Chirac named a government 
whose main members with an interest in road safety were Jean-Pierre 
Raffarin (Prime Minister), Nicolas Sarkozy (Minister of the Interior), Gilles 
de Robien (Minister for Infrastructure and Transport) and Dominique Per-
ben (Justice Minister).

Nicolas Sarkozy, long convinced of the inconsistencies in the manage-
ment of road safety, instantly demonstrated his readiness to act within 
his own domain. One of his key decisions was the massive purchase of 
radar and other modern equipment, a decisive step which was to have a 
radical impact on driver behaviour. Meanwhile Gilles de Robien lost no 
time on demonstrating his personal concern over the level of road crash 
statistics.

The most striking public event, however, was without doubt the person-
al commitment made by President Jacques Chirac on 14 July 2002. By 
tradition, the President of the Republic makes a keynote speech on the 
occasion of the annual national 14 July celebrations. In 2002, Jacques 
Chirac decided that the main thrust of his address would focus on public 
health issues. He announced that he was setting three priorities for his 
upcoming five-year term of office (2002-2007).

One of these priorities was the fight against cancer. Another was improv-
ing the standard of living of people with disabilities. But as his first priority 
the President cited road crashes, in the following terms: “I would like to 
mark this five-year term with three “great projects” not made of stone. The 
first of these is to improve road safety, for I am absolutely horrified by the 
fact that France’s roads are the most dangerous in Europe…”   

In reality, this priority had only been added at the last minute and in re-
sponse to pressing suggestions from the Automobile Clubs. Everyone 
was surprised, since road crashes were generally considered as part 
of transport policy and not a public health issue. This statement by the 
President, however, reflected a deeply-felt commitment of long date. He 
himself had been the victim of a road crashin 1978 following which he 
received treatment at the Cochin Hospital in Paris.  

The President’s announcement took everyone by surprise, including 
the politicians and government officials in charge of the dossier. Its ef-
fects, however, were considerable and very positive. The whole govern-
ment pulled together over the months and years that followed and public 
awareness was raised enormously. 

III.		2002	to	the	
present	day
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The second half of 2002 saw the pace pick up. Within government, meet-
ing followed meeting in the Prime Minister’s office, ensuring that deci-
sions were made at the very highest level and would therefore produce 
concrete effects. Alongside many other questions, some of the most im-
portant related to a fundamental reform of the existing and notoriously 
ineffective chain of “control and sanction”.

A major seminar was held on 17 September 2002, attended by over 1,000 
people including the Prime Minister and the four ministers most closely 
concerned: Interior, Transport, Justice, and Health, each of whom set out 
his views on the subject and gave outlines of actions being planned.  

At the same meeting, representatives of civil society (victims’ groups, 
Automobile Clubs, motor manufacturers, etc.) were invited to state what 
they expected of the authorities. 

The weeks that followed produced an unexpected phenomenon. Road 
safety, a dry subject and one generally considered rather off-putting, be-
came all the rage. The main television channels aired programmes on 
road safety in prime time. Two channels even threatened legal action 
for plagiarism, each claiming exclusive rights to an original programme 
concept. 

Current events helped to focus media and public attention even more on 
the dramatic aspects of road safety. Whereas road crashes in the past 
generally attracted little attention, some of those that occurred in 2002 
came in for unprecedented levels of media attention. 

Already on 26 May 2002, a driver travelling no doubt in excess of 100 km/
h in a built-up area had mown down a mother and her two children stand-
ing at a bus-stop, killing all three. Ordinarily, an incident like this would 
have made the headlines for a matter of a few hours. Instead, it became 
a cause célèbre, adding further weight to the voices of those calling for 
vigorous and new action against such behaviour. The driver responsible 
was eventually sentenced to four years in prison. 

On 8 November 2002, barely a month before the decisive government 
meeting on road safety that was held on 18 December, a speeding driver 
on the A7 motorway in the Rhone Valley killed five fire-fighters attending 
another crash. Once again, the media attention was overwhelming and 
created a climate in which decisions could be taken that went a long way 
towards the greater severity that the vast majority of public opinion was 
clamouring for.  
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The	Committee	of	December	2002
The decisions taken on 18 December 2002 made up a vast series of 
measures consisting of no fewer than 17 chapters divided into 4 main 
sections on the following themes: 
- Introducing an automatic “control and sanction” system and improving  
 the detection of offences 
- Introducing tougher penalties for dangerous behaviour 
- Ensuring better training and support for drivers
- Improving risk prevention by mobilising partners and developing  
 new approaches. 

I.		 Introducing	an	automated	control	and	
	 sanction	system
All these actions were justified by the existence of a particularly alarming 
situation: 60% of car drivers and 70% of motor cyclists regularly exceed-
ed the speed limits: 31% of fatal crashes were caused by drivers above, 
and often significantly above the legal alcohol limit (0.5 g/l). Over half of 
all mobile phone owners used them while driving.

The chances of being caught were very small. A survey commissioned 
in May 2002 by the Automobile Clubs showed that only 8% of drivers 
had been subjected to a breath test in the past year, 21% in the past 
four years, 28% over five years ago and 47% never, despite the law on 
preventive breath testing being introduced in 1978, a quarter of a century 
earlier. In addition, a considerable proportion of court cases were never 
brought to a conclusion because of the number of “interventions” or be-
cause of log-jams in the legal system.  

1.	 Deployment	of	automatic	control

The main objective was to make sure speed limits were obeyed. There 
were several aspects to this: 

• Increase and improve controls. 
• Make the rules applicable to all users, by removing any possibility  
 of indulgence 
• Simplify procedures to make the punishment faster and teach the  
 offending driver a sharper lesson 
• Encourage a calmer approach to driving.
• Give the forces of order a greater presence on the road in order  
 to control other offences 

The task was therefore one of introducing an automated chain of “con-
trol and sanction” from detection of the offence to payment of the fine 
and loss of driving licence points. The chain would break down into five 
phases: (1) detection and booking of the offence using radars linked to 
certified digital cameras to check speeds (but some of which could also 
be used to check that safe distances were maintained between vehicles 
and that traffic lights were obeyed) (2) automatic transmission of the data 
gathered to a processing centre; (3) automatic identification of the offend-
er from the national vehicle licensing database; (4)automatic generation 
of the fine payable; (5) automatic transmission of the notice of fine to the 
offender and to the collection centre. 



24  |  Road Safety in France

The introduction of this chain called for significant investment and could 
not be carried out immediately, but it was announced that it would be in-
troduced within a short time scale, as indeed it was. 

An initial deployment phase was announced with 1,000 automatic radars 
scheduled for within a maximum of three years. A series of measures in 
favour of rapid deployment was decided, to move from experimental use 
to general practice nationwide. These measures included: 

• The creation of a new structure dedicated to performing the specific  
 tasks required by automatic control. Its first task was the design  
 and initial implementation of a system of automatic controls on  
 speed limits, compliance with traffic lights and safety distances,  
 while ensuring coordination between all the agents involved. 
• The income from fines imposed by the automatic control system  
 would be used to finance the purchase and deployment of new  
 equipment. 
• The re-engineering of the national driving licence database would  
 make it possible to deal accurately and reliably with a volume of  
 points deductions which would inevitably increase as a result of  
 automatic controls. The re-engineering would speed up the recording  
 of points lost and make it possible to identify repeat offenders  
 who had already lost points for similar offences. 
• In addition, there were plans to introduce fines for average speeds  
 in excess of the limit on motorways and other toll roads, with the  
 average speed calculated on the basis of toll tickets (this measure  
 was not implemented).  

Thanks to the time saved by the automatic controls, the forces of order 
would be able to devote more time to checking on drink-driving, the wear-
ing of seatbelts and driving under the influence of drugs, on the days and 
at the times and places where such offences are most frequent. 

2. Processing offences more efficiently: fixed 
 penalty fines and upfront payment 

To make the handling of disputes faster, more systematic and fairer, it 
was decided that the fixed penalties applied to certain offences would be 
extended and that offenders would be required to pay their fines prior to 
any dispute, to discourage abusive recourse to the courts. With the fixed 
penalty fine procedure, the sanction would follow more swiftly on the of-
fence and have greater value as a lesson to the driver. 

Thanks to the system of upfront payment of fines, the courts would be 
relieved of the burden of frivolous complaints. They would thus be free to 
deal more effectively and swiftly with more serious offences and crimes. 
Henceforth, if the holder of the vehicle log-book was unable to prove the 
theft of the vehicle or to provide the name and address of the driver at the 
time of an offence involving speeding, failure to obey traffic lights or stop 
signs, or failure to maintain a safe distance, he would be required to pay 
the amount of the fine even if he intended to contest the fine. 

The fixed penalty fine system would be extended to all “4th class” offenc-
es under the highway code: it would therefore apply to failure to respect 
“Stop” signs or traffic lights, and to exceeding maximum speed limits by 
between 40 and 49 km/h. In addition, license suspension would be re-
introduced as the penalty for certain serious offences such as exceeding 
speed limits by between 30 and 39 km/h, overtaking in dangerous circum-
stances and crossing a solid white line. 
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As a result, a single offence of this kind could lead to a fixed penalty fine 
(if paid on the spot) and, if disputed, to a hearing before a judge with pow-
ers not only to fine the offender but also to suspend his driving licence. 

It was announced that these new measures would be the subject of a 
draft “justice” bill which would come before parliament in the first half of 
2003, which it did.  

3.	 Extra	equipment	for	the	forces	of	order		

The stated aim was to provide police officers and gendarmes on the 
ground with extra and more modern resources to improve controls for 
drink-driving, driving under the influence of drugs and general failure to 
obey the rules of the road. 

Each police road safety authority (Direction Départementale de la Sé-
curité Publique de la Police Nationale), each major road safety area, 
each motorway patrol and motorised brigade would henceforth have an 
unmarked vehicle for road safety purposes. This would result in many 
more vehicles unidentifiable by offenders mingling with the flow of traffic 
at every level of the road network in order to carry out random tests. 

In checks for drink-driving, drivers would be tested using electronic breath-
alysers, much more reliable and effective, in place of chemical breatha-
lysers. Still in the same field, unmarked police cars would be equipped 
with  on-board ethylometers (one for each brigade) to give an immediate, 
on the spot, and precise blood alcohol reading admissible in court, mak-
ing the task of random testing much simpler. 

Lastly, gendarmerie helicopters and unmarked vehicles would be fitted 
with speed cameras to detect and record vehicles exceeding the speed 
limit, failing to keep a safe distance and other forms of dangerous driv-
ing. 

It	was	announced	that	the	decisions	set	out	in	the	three	paragraphs	
above	 would	 be	 implemented	 over	 the	 period	 2003/2005,	 and	 the	
timetable	was	met.		

II.	 Imposing	tougher	sanctions
The second part of the major programme of 18 December 2002 involved 
introducing tougher sanctions for drivers causing death or serious injury 
with aggravating circumstances, such as driving without a licence, driving 
under the influence of drugs or alcohol, or exceeding speed limits by 50 
km/h or more. 

The maximum sentence for causing death would be raised to 5 years’ 
imprisonment and a fine of 75,000 euros. In the event of driving under the 
influence of alcohol or narcotic drugs, deliberate violation of the rules of 
caution or road safety, driving without a licence, exceeding speed limits 
by 50 km/h or more, or leaving the scene of an crash, the maximum term 
of imprisonment would rise to 7 years and the fine to 100,000 euros. 
Where two or more of the above aggravating circumstances were com-
bined, the maximum sentence would be 10 years’ imprisonment and a 
fine of 150,000 euros.
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Causing injury involving total work incapacity of 3 months or more would 
henceforth carry a maximum sentence of 3 years’ imprisonment and a 
fine of 45,000 euros. In the event of aggravating circumstances as set 
out above, this could rise to 5 years and a fine of 75,000 euros. Where 
two or more of the above aggravating circumstances were combined, 
the maximum sentence would be 7 years’ imprisonment and a fine of 
100,000 euros. 

The maximum sentence for causing injury involving total work incapac-
ity of less than 3 months would rise to 2 years’ imprisonment and a fine 
of 30,000 euros. One aggravating circumstance would increase this to 3 
years and 45,000 euros, while two or more aggravating circumstances 
combined would increase the maximum to 5 years’ imprisonment and a 
fine of 75,000 euros. 

III.	 Other	measures
The report of the 18 December 2002 committee contained a further 14 
chapters: 

• Stiffer penalties for failure to obey elementary rules: 

 - Deduction of 6 points (out of 12) from the licence of drivers  
  with between 0.5 and 0.8 gram of alcohol per litre of  
  blood
 - Deduction of 3 points from the driver’s licence in the  
  event of failure to wear seatbelts, or a helmet for motorcyclists.
 - Deduction of 2 points for using a mobile phone while  
  driving

• The introduction of a probationary licence for new drivers

• Stiffer penalties for repeat offenders, multiple offenders and certain  
 fraudulent practices.

• The introduction of new supplementary penalties and the abolition  
 of “blank licences” which authorised those who had lost their licences to  
 drive nonetheless, in certain circumstances. 

 - Judges could impose road safety awareness courses 
 - Drivers causing death with aggravated circumstances  
  would be banned from driving for life 
 - Judges would be able to impose a lifetime driving ban

• Medical tests of capacity to drive, particularly for older drivers  
 (this measure was later abandoned)
• Stepping up the programme to recruit more driving test inspectors 
• Better cooperation between local authorities 
• More involvement of teachers
• Treating road risk as a professional risk
• Treating road crashes as a public health issue
• Expanding research and studies into crash prevention
• Improved support for the families of victims and those suffering  
 head injuries.
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Of these 14 chapters, two were of particular importance: 

- The first related to increasing the number of points lost for driving  
 with over  0.5g of alcohol per litre of blood, failure to wear a seat 
 belt or using a mobile phone while driving. This significantly  
 tougher penalty was to result in a marked improvement in behav 
 iour on all these fronts. 

- The second important chapter was the introduction of a “probationary  
 licence” for newly-qualified drivers. For 3 years after obtaining  
 their licence, they would have a capital of only 6 points instead of  
 12. They would only have to be caught once with over 0.5 gram  
 of alcohol in their blood for their licence to be cancelled immediately.  
 They would then have to re-take a full driving test after a minimum  
 wait of at least 6 months. 

It remains to be seen what will be the outcome of this extremely severe 
approach to new drivers, introduced in 2004 and with maybe no real 
equivalent in any other European country. 
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Implementation	of	the	decisions	of	18	
December	2002

2002
Without a doubt, it was the announcement of the purchase of 1,000 au-
tomatic radar devices that had the biggest impact on public opinion, even 
if it was also announced from the outset that these would be deployed 
over a three-year period for practical reasons. Overnight, it seemed, the 
behaviour of French drivers changed radically, as witnessed by the sharp 
fall in the number of crashes, making 2002 the first recent year of a sharp 
downward trend in annual crash statistics, with a total of 7,242 killed com-
pared to  7,720 in 2001 (-6.2%).

In this respect, the comparison between the first half of 2002 and the sec-
ond is particularly striking in this respect. Prior to the month of July, there 
was no downturn in the crash rate. On the contrary, the first six months 
of 2002 saw 3,582 road deaths compared to 3,548 in the corresponding 
period of 2001 (+1%).

As from July, however, things changed, with 3,660 deaths recorded com-
pared to 4,170 during the same period the previous year (-12.3%). The 
downturn began in July (-12.2%) but achieved its best performance in 
December with a record 30.4% reduction in the number of road deaths! 

The strict parallel between the timetable of government announcements 
over the course of 2002 and the monthly crash statistics is too striking to 
overlook, owing nothing to chance. What is most surprising is that this 
radical change in behaviour occurred even before the legislative and 
regulatory changes announced had actually been put into effect; the ra-
dar equipment had still to be purchased, let alone brought into service. 
Everyone in France had seen the prototypes on TV, however, a fact which 
again underlines the importance of the media in changing the public’s 
perception as a first step to changing behaviour. 1978 had already shown 
the extent to which the announcement at that time of random breath-test-
ing changed driver behaviour, even though the likelihood of actually being 
stopped and tested was minimal. Clearly, public perception of the facts 
counts for more than the reality, at least during a first step. 

At the end of 2002, so much television coverage was devoted to plans 
for equipping the police and gendarmes with state of the art detection 
equipment (automatic radars, precision binoculars, unmarked cars, heli-
copters, etc.) that drivers were convinced they ran the risks of checks the 
minute they got behind the wheel of their car. The reality was nothing of 
the sort, since the police and gendarmes only gradually started receiving 
this modern equipment a year later. Yet the impact on public opinion and 
driver behaviour was both significant and immediate. 

It appeared that on this occasion, it was more effective to show tens of 
millions of TV viewers a limited number of radars and cameras, to inter-
view a handful of highly-motivated police officers and gendarmes, and 
to announce stricter controls, than it would have been to bring in a large 
number of modern devices and controls more discreetly.  
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2003
The impact of the media focus on road safety, and in particular on the 
government decisions of late 2002, exceeded all expectations, and 2003 
proved to be a remarkable year for road safety. As the Automobile Clubs 
had been predicting for years, the reduction in the number of road deaths 
in the wake of the introduction of a determined policy backed up by ad-
equate resources had been in excess of 20%. With 5,731 deaths in 2003 
compared to 7,242 in 2002, the actual reduction was 21%.  

Unlike what happened in 1978 when the law introducing random breath 
testing was introduced, the impact of government policy was maintained 
throughout the year. Indeed, 2003 was marked by a series of decisions 
to implement measures announced in December 2002, and these kept 
public opinion on tenterhooks. 

On 12 March 2003, a new Delegate for Road Safety, Remy Heitz, was ap-
pointed. A magistrate of high moral standing, he took over the task of im-
plementing government decisions and appearing in the media to remind 
everyone of the risks that existed and the overriding need for everyone 
to act responsibly.  

Of the 60 regulations and two acts of parliament on road safety intro-
duced in 2003, a certain number attracted particular attention: 

- 3 February: law introducing a test for narcotic drugs for any driver  
 involved in a road traffic crash.

- 31 March: decree introducing stiffer penalties for failure to wear  
 seatbelts or helmets (deduction of 3 points from the licence instead  
 of one) and for using a mobile phone while driving (two points).

- 14 May: decree extending the requirement to wear seatbelts to  
 occupants of HGV cabins.

- 12 June: law against road violence. Amongst other things, the  
 law provided for: 

 - More severe repression of the most serious offences  
  through stiffer penalties in the event of physical injury or  
  death caused by a terrestrial motor vehicle. 

 - Introduction of the 3-year probationary period for newly- 
  qualified drivers.

- 9 July: decree extending the requirement to wear seatbelts to bus  
 and coach passengers. 

- 11 July: decree introducing the deduction of 6 points from a licence  
 for driving with a blood alcohol level of between 0.5 and 0.8g/litre.

- 14 October: inner cabinet meeting on road safety chaired by the  
 President of the Republic.

- 15 to 22 October: road safety week and département road safety  
 assizes. 

- 31 October: introduction of the automatic control and sanction  
 system.
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At the end of 2003, 100 automatic radars were in place as scheduled, 
including 30 mobile units. Over the course of 2003, the total number of 
offences recorded (excluding parking offences) was up by 12%. Those 
relating to speeding were up by 19%, of which 8% was attributable to the 
automatic control and sanction system even though this was only intro-
duced in November. 

The number of breath tests carried out was up by 15%, as were fines for 
failure to wear seatbelts. A total of 4.5 million licence points were with-
drawn over the year, a 44% increase on 2002.

Impact	on	behaviour

The progress made in 2003 in terms of changing driver behaviour was 
considerable, whether in terms of speeding, the wearing of seatbelts 
or drink-driving. The annual road safety report (La sécurité routière en 
France – Bilan de l’année 2004) was able to note the following points: 

Progress	 on	 drink-driving,	 though	 less	 than	 on	 speeding	 and	 the	
wearing	of	seatbelts:

The number of alcohol-related fatal crashes fell by 17.4% compared to 
2002, i.e. less than the overall percentage fall in fatal crashes (21%). The 
improvement in alcohol-related behaviour therefore made a much smaller 
contribution than other factors to the overall improvement in results: it 
must be said, however, that the tougher penalty (six points instead of 
three for drink-driving) was only introduced in July. Drink-driving, along 
with speeding, continued to be one of the primary factors in crashes; 
1,644 lives could have been saved in 2003 if all drivers had respected the 
legal alcohol limit. 269 lives, 18% of the total drop, were saved thanks to 
changes in drink-driving behaviour. 

Fewer	speeding	offences:

Communication campaigns and more frequent controls, particularly with 
the introduction of automated control and sanction systems, ensured that 
in 2003, across France, the reduction in speeding offences first recorded 
in 2000 not only continued but even accelerated: the proportion of drivers 
exceeding the legal speed limit by 10 km/h or more in 2003 was 26%, 
10% down on 2000. The figures were broadly comparable for private cars 
(26%) and heavy goods vehicles (24%) but much higher for motorcycles 
(43%).

Reduced	average	speeds	for	private	cars	and	motorcycles,	stable	
ones	for	heavy	goods	vehicles:

Average daytime speeds by private vehicles fell across most roads net-
works, by 2 to 3km/h on country roads and by 2 to 4km/h in built-up areas. 
Average night-time speeds fell by 4 to 7km/h on rural roads and remained 
more or less stable in built-up areas. 

Average speeds by heavy goods vehicles remained stable overall in 2003 
after a year in which they had increased as a whole.

Average speeds by motorcyclists fell on all networks and by up to 14km/h 
on departemental roads. They nonetheless remained above legal speed 
limits and above average speeds for car drivers.
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Considerable	progress	in	the	use	of	seatbelts	in	built-up	areas:

For the whole of France, the summary indicator for the use of seatbelts 
by the occupants of front seats of private cars had increased by 10 points 
between 1992 (80.6%) and 2001 (91.3%),but had stagnated in 2002 
(91.1%). The figure increased by four points in 2003 to 95.1%.

Already high on country roads, the use of seatbelts by occupants of the 
front seats of private cars increased by a further one or two points, de-
pending on the network. It reached a figure of 98% on intercity motor-
ways. Considerable progress was made in built-up areas: average rates 
of seatbelt use in major cities around France reached 88%, and 93% in 
Paris. Provincial cities recorded increases culminating in a nineteen point 
increase in Avignon for a rate of 83% (up from 64% five years earlier).

Communication campaigns, tougher penalties (three points off a licence 
compared to just one, as from March 2003) and an increase in controls 
were the triggers for this change of behaviour. The effect of this change 
is estimated at 12% of the lives saved in 2003. 

Foreign visitors driving in France in 2003 spoke of their astonishment. 
From having been some of Europe’s most undisciplined drivers, French 
motorists had changed beyond recognition. They were behaving more 
like Scandinavians or Britishs, in fact. As a result, the proportion of foreign 
drivers caught and fined on French motorways increased significantly; 
unaware of the changes that had taken place in France, they though they 
were free to continue ignoring the rules without the risk of being caught 
and fined.  

As planned, 2003 also saw the launch of a three-year plan to purchase 
910 laser radars (in addition of the 100 units bought in 2003), 15,143 
electronic ethylometers and 333 unmarked cars for road controls, as a 
complement to the introduction of the automatic control and sanctions 
system made possible by the law passed on 12 June 2003 stepping up 
the fight against road violence. 

The system is based, as we have seen, on automation of the control and 
sanction chain, all the way from detecting the offence to generating the 
speeding ticket. It is based on speed radars operating permanently at 
designated crash black-spots; at present, road users are given warning 
that the radars are in operation. These fixed radars are intended for the 
time being to detect speeding. Subsequently they will detect cars failing 
to stop at traffic-lights or failing to respect a safe distance between vehi-
cles. Some mobile radar units are designed to be transported on board 
police vehicles. 

All in all, the cost of this three-year investment plan amounted to a total 
of 160 million euros for the automatic radars only. As announced, the 
first 100 automatic radar units (70 fixed and 30 mobile) were brought into 
service in the fourth quarter of 2003. 
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In addition, the Gendarmerie – which is responsible for road safety out-
side built-up areas – acquired the following specific equipment in 2003:  

- 498 motorcycles
- 912 large-capacity vehicles
- 265 unmarked vehicles
- 8 laser speed radars
- 517 ethylometers
- 5,000 electronic breathalysers
- 1,253,333 chemical breathalysers
- 2,885 stop and search spotlights, etc.

2004
After the outstanding results of 2003, everyone expected the number of 
crashes to level off or even rise slightly in 2004. Nothing of the sort hap-
pened, even though relatively few automatic radars were actually put in 
place over the course of the year. Of the 1,000 announced, only 400 
were actually in service by 31 December 2004, 232 of them fixed and 
168 mobile. 

The public’s attention, however, was continually claimed by both the au-
thorities and the media. The gradual introduction of the radar units gave 
rise to a wave of reports in the local press, when the location of the fixed 
units was made public by the authorities concerned. 

2004 also saw the implementation of other measures decided in 2002:

- 1 March: introduction of the probationary licence for newly-qualified  
 drivers.

- 1 July: registration plates for new mopeds (under 50 cc).

- 1 September: extension of the practical training component of the  
 road safety certificate (BSR) taken in schools around 14 years  
 old from three to five hours.

- 25 October: decree reducing the maximum permitted blood alcohol  
 level for drivers of public transport passenger vehicles to 0.2 g/litre.

- 31 October: implementation of the recommended daytime use of  
 dipped headlights except in built-up areas 

- 6 December: decree imposing tougher penalties for exceeding  
 speed limits by over 50 km/h and reducing the penalties for exceeding  
 speed limits by less than 20km/h except in built-up areas.  
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Crash	statistics

These announcements resulted, with just one exception, in improve-
ments in 2004 monthly crash statistics over 2003, a year that itself had 
been outstanding. 

The 2004 crash statistics for mainland France were as follows: 

- 85,390 crashes involving physical injury;
- 5,232 deaths within six days, (5,530 deaths within thirty days);
- 108,727 injured including 17,435 severely (hospitalised for 6  
 days or more).

With an 8.7% reduction in deaths (5,232 deaths within six days compared 
to 5,731), 2004 was the third year of improving crash statistics in succes-
sion, after the fall of 6.2% in 2002 and the exceptional reduction of 20.9% 
in 2003.

As far as the detailed results are concerned, the biggest fall in the number 
of deaths in 2004 over 2003 was on intercity motorways with an excep-
tional percentage in reduction of 34.5%. Sharp reductions were also seen 
for the users of heavy goods vehicles (– 25.2%) and commercial vehi-
cles (– 23.0%), moped users (– 13.7%), cyclists (– 12.1%), young peo-
ple between 15 and 17 (– 16.3%), children (– 14.8%) and older people 
(– 13.7%). Only two increases marred the figures for 2004: motorcyclists 
(+ 0.1%) and the 18-24 age-group (+ 0.7%).

In terms of the trend over the year, after an excellent early start to the year 
the months from May to October were mediocre and only  in November 
was there a return to a trend equivalent to under 5,000 deaths (within 6 
days) on an annual basis. 

Of the various factors which contributed to this slowdown, the first to be 
mentioned must be the slowing growth in road traffic which had a similar 
rate to that of the previous year, of around 2%. 

The biggest improvement came in the field of drink-driving (a reduction 
of almost 40%), which could be explained by the fact that the July 2003 
measure (six points instead of three taken off the licence for drink-driving) 
produced its full-year impact. In addition, preventive controls continued to 
increase in both number and quality (better targeting). 

Progress on speeding continued, but for the most part on intercity motor-
ways and on dual-carriageway trunk roads. This explains the outstanding 
results achieved on intercity motorways, which are even more marked if 
we compare before and after November 2003, when the first radars came 
into service. As is only logical, the results are much less impressive on 
urban motorways, especially taking into account a serious coach crash 
which inflated the 2003 death toll. 

In contrast, there was much less progress on seatbelt use than in the pre-
vious year, principally because the number of fines issued fell sharply. 

The daylight use of dipped headlights made a positive contribution, in-
cluding through the debate it sparked, to reducing the number of deaths 
in November-December. The probationary licence, on the other hand, 
does not yet seem to have had much impact on the 18-24 age-group, 
although more detailed analysis is needed. 
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A	marked	increase	in	controls.

The increase in controls led to an increase in the number of non-park-
ing offences of  29.3%, largely due to an increase in speeding offences 
picked up by the automatic control and sanction system. The number of 
speeding offences recorded overall doubled in number, while the number 
of traditional speeding fines issued increased by only 16%. The number 
of offences of failing to respect “Stop” signs increased by 18.8%. In con-
trast, there was reduction in the number of “serious” offences such as 
failure to wear a seatbelt (– 19.6%), or a helmet (– 9.4%) and failing to 
stop at a red light (– 11.8%). 

The number of breath tests carried out increased by + 4.9% (including + 
3.1% for random breath tests).

6.4	million	points	deducted	in	2004.

Over 6.4 million points were deducted from drivers’ licences in 2004, an 
increase of over 44% compared to 2003. 39,413 licences were withdrawn, 
an increase of over 87% over the previous year. Speeding accounted for 
53.2% of offences and failure to wear a seatbelt or helmet for 15.9%.

Detailed	analysis	of	behaviour	and	crashes	in	2004

The 2004 annual road safety report made note of the following evolutions:

Progress	on	drink-driving,	but	less	than	for	speeding	and	seatbelt	
use.

The number of fatal crashes in which alcohol played a part fell by 11% on 
the previous year, i.e. faster than the total number of fatal crashes (7.8%). 
It would seem that the harsher penalties (deduction of six points instead 
of three for drink-driving) introduced in July 2003 had begun to produce 
effects. Nevertheless alcohol continues to be one of the leading factors 
in crashes, alongside excessive speed, since 1,455 lives (compared to 
1,644 in 2003) could have been saved if all drivers had stayed within 
the legal alcohol limit. 189 lives, 38% of the total, of the year were saved 
thanks to improved behaviour in terms of drink-driving.  

Less	speeding	by	all	vehicle	types,	but	almost	one	in	two	vehicles	
continues	to	speed	moderately	on	roads	and	motorways.	

Communication campaigns and the extension of the automatic control 
and sanction system resulted in a continuation in 2004 of the downward 
trend in speeding across the network that began in 2000. The percent-
age of all vehicles exceeding the speed limit by over 10 km/h was 21.5% 
in 2004 compared to 35.8% in 2000, a reduction of 14 points. In 2004, 
this percentage broke down into 21.9% for private cars, 18.0% for heavy 
goods vehicles and 40.9% for motorcycles.

Note also that 48.3% of vehicles exceeded authorised speed limits in 
2004: 47.8% of private cars, 53.5% of heavy goods vehicles and 62.0% of 
motorcycles. But a great part of these excesses were by a small margin.
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Lower	average	speeds	for	private	cars	and	motorcycles,	remaining	
stable	for	heavy	goods	vehicles.

Average daytime speeds for private cars fell across the network, by 1 
to 5 km/h in open country and by 1 to 2 km/h in built-up areas. Average 
speeds at night fell by 2 to 3 km/h on country roads (except on intercity 
motorways, where the average speed rose by 2 km/h) and by 2 to 4 
km/h in built-up areas. For instance, during day time, the average speed 
on national ordinary roads (where the reglementary limit is 90km/h) was 
84km/h only.

Average speeds for heavy goods vehicles remained more or less stable, 
except when passing through small towns on national main roads, where 
there was a significant improvement.  

Average speeds for motorcyclists fell or remained stable across the net-
work, but were still substantially higher than authorised speed limits or the 
average daytime speeds of car drivers.

Use	of	seatbelts	again	makes	considerable	progress	in	built-up	ar-
eas.

The summary indicator for the use of seatbelts by the occupants of 
front seats  of private cars, which increased by 10 points between 1992 
(80.6%) and 2001 (91.3%) gained another five points to reach a current 
level of 96.4%.

The use of seatbelts by the occupants of front seats of private cars is 
very high on country roads, between of 98% and 99% depending on the 
type of road (99% on intercity motorways). Seatbelt use in cities is now 
at a very high level, the lowest being Toulouse at 87%, compared to a 
level of 43% fifteen years ago. The average level of use is 92% for major 
provincial cities and 94% in Paris. According to a survey carried out in 
built-up areas at the end of 2004, 75% of back-seat passengers in private 
cars wear seatbelts, the rate being higher amongst children (89%) than 
amongst adults (63%).

This change of behaviour which emerged last year seems to be continu-
ing. The effect of this change is evaluated as equivalent to 5.4% of lives 
saved in 2004.

Bigger	improvement	on	country	roads	than	in	built-up	areas.

As was the case last year, the number of crashes involving physical in-
jury and the number of victims fell in all areas, but slightly more so on 
country roads than in built-up areas, especially in respect of the number 
of crashes involving injury and the number of  minor injuries. Crash grav-
ity, expressed in terms of deaths per 100 crashes involving injury, fell by 
similar amounts for the two areas monitored (– 0.11 point).

In terms of size, towns with populations of between 5,000 and 20,000 
fared least well, with crashes involving injury remaining virtually stable but 
with a slight increase in the number of deaths. The biggest reduction in 
death tolls was recorded by towns with populations of over 20,000.  
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Extraordinary	reduction	in	the	death	toll	and	crash	gravity	on	inter-
city	motorways.

The number of crashes involving injury fell in 2004 across all road net-
works, but only minimally on minor local roads (– 1.0%). The biggest 
reduction was noted on motorways (– 14.8%) and then, in decreasing 
order, on national roads (– 9.8%) and on departmental roads (– 8.7%). 
The number of injured followed the same trend as the number of crashes 
involving injury. 

The number of deaths fell across all networks, in particular on motor-
ways (– 27.5%) and even more so on intercity motorways (– 34.5%). The 
reduction was also appreciable, but less spectacular, on national roads 
(– 9.2%) and on departmental roads (– 7.2%).

Crash gravity, expressed in terms of deaths per 100 crashes involving 
injury fell most sharply on motorways (– 3.53 points) but increased on 
departmental roads.  The number of deaths per 100 million kilometres 
travelled also fell: to 0.25 on motorways compared to 0.35 in 2003 and 
1.08 on national roads compared to 1.21.

The biggest falls in death toll were recorded for the occupants of heavy 
goods vehicles and commercial vehicles (– 25.2% and – 23.0% respec-
tively) and then for moped users (– 13.7%), cyclists  (– 12.1%), private 
car users (– 9.2%) and finally pedestrians (– 7.1%). The death toll rose, 
however, for motorcyclists (+ 0.1%).

The number of seriously injured fell for all users, including motorcyclists 
(– 4.6%), by – 2.6% for moped users and by – 25.9% for users of heavy 
goods vehicles.

Crash gravity, expressed in terms of deaths per 100 victims (killed + in-
jured), fell for most categories of users, by – 0.02 point for private car us-
ers and by – 0.85 point for users of heavy goods vehicles but increased 
slightly for motorcyclists (+ 0.03 point).

The	number	of	those	killed	fell	for	all	age-groups	but	one,	and	in-
creased	for	young	people	aged	18-24.

The number of those killed fell for most age-groups and,  unlike last year, 
significantly so in the case of the under-15s (– 14.8%), those aged 15 
to 17 (– 16.3%) and those aged 65 and over (– 13.7%). The number in-
creased, however, for the 18-24 age-group (+ 0.7%).
The number of those seriously injured fell by over 10% for the 45-64 
age-group (– 10.7%) and for the under-15s (– 14.0%). Other age-groups 
registered falls of between –  4.0% for the 15-17 age-group and  – 8.1% 
for those aged 65 and over.

Crash gravity, expressed in terms of deaths per 100 victims (killed + in-
jured), fell for most age-groups, by – 0.06 point for those aged 25-44 and 
by – 0.91 point for the older age-group, but increased for the 18-24 age-
group (+  0.23 point).
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In	terms	of	international	comparisons,	France	still	had	a	
long	way	to	go.

In terms of road deaths per million inhabitants, the statistics for 2003 
placed France ahead of Austria, Spain and Italy but behind Germany and 
the UK. In terms of road deaths per billion kilometres travelled, France 
ranked behind Germany and ahead of Austria. In terms of motorcycles 
users, France’s death toll is 2.4 times higher than Germany’s (it was three 
times higher last year). Though comprising only one per cent of the road 
traffic, motorcyclists represent 16% of the road fatalities!

2005
It was only at the start of 2005, just as the installation of the new radars 
achieved more or less national coverage, that certain negative trends in 
the crash rate began, paradoxically, to emerge.  

Nonetheless, it can be seen that the trend for the start of 2005 (January, 
February and March) continues that of the last quarter of 2004 at a pace 
of 5,000 deaths annually, a 4% decrease on the average for 2004. The 
target set earlier of falling below a figure of 5,000 deaths would therefore 
seem to be achievable, but in view of the change of definition of a road 
death (death within one month of an crash) and the inclusion of the over-
seas departments in the statistics, the target will be changed to less than 
5,500 deaths in 2005. 

Two elements will be crucial in this result being confirmed over the months 
ahead: 

- trends in road speeds
- driver behaviour in response to the loss of points: up to 2002,  
 offenders repeated offences fairly readily but eventually modified  
 their behaviour to avoid losing their licence: if this behaviour is  
 maintained, the substantial increase in the number of drivers likely  
 to lose their licence because they have already lost points would
 be a major factor governing future behaviour. 

Fortunately, the permanent monitoring post which records speeds on the 
road networks detected no worsening of behaviour in the first four months 
of 2005, whereas there had been a slight increase at the end of 2004.

The percentage of vehicles exceeding authorised speed limits by over 
10 km/h averaged 18.4% for heavy goods vehicles, 20.6% for private 
cars but 38.7% for motorcycles. These figures cover very different situa-
tions depending on road networks, however. The most interesting finding 
relates to the largest excesses (over 30km/h over the authorised speed 
limits). These now account for only 1.2% of cases, compared to over 5% 
in 2002, a division by a factor of 4.

Vigilance nonetheless remains essential, as is shown by an increase in 
the number of victims on intercity motorways over 2004 figures. Fortu-
nately, this has not prevented continued improvements in the overall sta-
tistics since 3280 deaths were recorded for the first 8 months of 2005, 
compared to 3394 for the corresponding period of 2004, and the months 
of September and October were still better.
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Part	Two:	The	Lessons	Learned
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The most important lesson learned from the experience of France in re-
cent decades is the effect that government policy can have on the level 
of road crashes. 

These decades have seen periods of stagnation, slow decrease, or even 
a worsening of the situation when the authorities took no particular initia-
tives and were content merely to issue calls for prudence and treat road 
crashes as just business as usual. In contrast, whenever the appropri-
ate policies were implemented, the level of crashes fell dramatically and 
sometimes in proportions that no one would have believed possible. 

As we have seen, a number of episodes of this sort have occurred over 
recent decades, two of which were particularly striking. 

The first of these occurred in the period 1972-1974. It consisted of two 
very distinct stages as regards the reasons underlying the progress 
made. From July 1972 to June 1973, the halt in the unbroken rise in 
the number of crashes and the first signs of a significant downturn were 
the direct result of the appointment of a national road safety manager, a 
clearly identified individual with responsibility for road safety nationwide 
and extensively present in the media. As from July 1973, the fall in the 
number of crashes was accentuated as a result of major government 
policy decisions: the first blanket speed limits on all roads and the require-
ment to wear seatbelts on front seats outside built-up areas (June 1973); 
introduction of speed limits on motorways and lowering of speed limits 
on other roads in the wake of the first oil crisis (December 1973). In both 
cases, the media coverage was exceptionally intense. This succession 
of events was reflected in a fall in the number of crashes.  Whereas the 
death toll in mid-1972 had been running at an annual equivalent of 17,000 
and growing, the actual figures came out as follows: 16,617 deaths in 
1972, 15,636 in 1973 and 13,521 in 1974.

Exactly thirty years later, a shift of a similar magnitude in the trend took 
place in the period 2002-2004. In just over two years, the annual death 
toll fell from a level of around 8,000 to just over 5,000. This time the trig-
gering factor was a clear statement of government determination reflect-
ed in a series of regulatory and legislative measures but also, and more 
importantly, by the announcement and widespread media reporting of a 
consistent and massive programme of controls and sanctions.  

As had been the case three decades earlier, but for different reasons 
given the circumstances, media attention was unflagging over the whole 
period considered; this explains why results were achieved well in ad-
vance of the actual deployment of the programme of automatic controls 
and sanctions, which only really began in late 2003. 

The death toll fell from 7,720 in 2001, to 7,242 in 2002, 5,731 in 2003 and 
5,232 in 2004, a reduction of almost a third (32.5%) in three years.

Alongside these two major shifts in pattern, there were also other distinct 
periods when the number of crashes fell, and for which it is possible to 
identify the cause accurately. In July 1978, the law introducing random 
breath-testing for drivers who had not committed an offence or been in-
volved in an crash had considerable impact, on a par with its psychologi-
cal impact and the media attention it generated.  
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Over the 6 months that followed, close to 1,000 lives were saved by com-
parison with the corresponding period of the previous year. Unfortunately, 
the infrequency of controls and the resulting media silence that followed 
meant that the spectacular improvement in the number of crashes proved 
to be short-lived and the number of victims rose again in 1979. The death 
toll was 13,104 in 1977, 12,137 in 1978 and 12,480 in 1979.

In July 1987, a new law introducing tougher penalties for drink-driving 
again struck a chord with public opinion and caused a temporary sharp 
fall in the number of crashes. As a result, there were 9,855 deaths in 
1987, compared to 10,960 the previous year, but sadly this rose again to 
10,548 in 1988. 

Clearly, therefore, episodes of sharp reductions in the level of crashes 
may prove only temporary if the causes behind them prove to be only a 
flash in the pan. 

All in all, when it comes to the possibility of having a short-term influence 
on road-users’ behaviour and hence on the crash statistics, experience 
gained over the past three decades  in France, as in other countries, pro-
vides a number of lessons that can summed up in 10 points: 

1)	 Road	crash	statistics	are	not	beyond	reach	of		
 influence and can often be modified significantly  
	 in	the	short	term	

This report has showed how France experienced two major shifts in crash 
trends.
 
In contrast, other years in which nothing major occurred in the field of 
road safety, saw only minor fluctuations in the number of crashes follow-
ing an overall pattern of slow decrease.  
Other countries have had similar experiences of sharp downturns in the 
number of road crashes. Two of the many possible examples are: 

- In Great Britain during the 1960s, a major piece of drink-driving  
 legislation was brought in by Transport Minister Barbara Castle  
 and resulted in a spectacular fall in the number of crashes. 

- At the same period, Japan halved the number of deaths on its  
 roads thanks to a consistant and exhaustive policy supported at  
 the very highest level and which was steered through by the Interior  
 Ministry and the National Police. 

-  Australia provides two remarkable examples: 

 - In 1982, the state of New South Wales (Sydney) introduced  
  random and high-density breath-testing; fatal crashes  
  immediately fell by 20% and never rose again subsequently. 

- In 1989, the state of Victoria (Melbourne) introduced a coordinated  
 policy against road crashes on a remarkable scale, combining  
 high-pressure information campaigns featuring hard-hitting messages  
 depicting the full horror of road crashes, while at the same time  
 introducing automatic controls and an almost entirely computerised  
 system for collecting fines. In 3 years, the death toll was halved  
 from 800 to 400!
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This latter experience merits further attention, since it is one of the most 
extraordinary examples ever seen in the field of road safety. It arose in-
directly from a fortuitous event: the nationalisation of mandatory vehicle 
insurance by the then government of the State of Victoria. The publicly-
owned company set up to handle this insurance and make the corre-
sponding payments of insurance claims, the Transport Crash Company 
(TAC), then decided to devote 3% of its income to the prevention of road 
crashes rather than attempt to compensate for their consequences. The 
percentage might seem small, but it amounted to a considerable amount 
in terms of absolute value. Road safety information campaigns alone 
benefited from funding of 16 million Australian dollars in 1991, for a popu-
lation of 4.5 million; today that would be equivalent to around 3 euros per 
inhabitant, i.e. a total in the region of  180 million euros for a country like 
France (instead of the 12 million euros currently being spent), i.e 15 times 
more.

The results speak for themselves, since this 3%, used intelligently, led to 
a 50% reduction in the number of victims. The lesson to be learned from 
this experience is universal in its application. When it comes to the ques-
tion of road crashes, our modern societies are inconsistent. The sums 
spent on crash prevention are ludicrously small in comparison to what we 
spend trying to make good the consequences. There is generally little or 
no communication between the public authorities, which are responsible 
for the bulk of prevention and are, by their very nature, subject to very 
strict budgetary constraints, and the insurance companies, which handle 
sums of a very different order of magnitude but which are devoted entirely 
to making good the damage done. 

It can only be a matter for regret that most countries consider it impos-
sible to set up a system to guarantee that essential prevention measures 
– information campaigns and the smooth running of the chain of controls 
and sanctions – will receive the long-term resources they would need to 
be fully effective. There is something in the actions of our societies that is 
both profoundly shocking and reprehensible. 

Levying a small percentage charge on mandatory insurance premiums to 
fund the work of crash prevention would be one of the most logical solu-
tions for remedying the inconsistency which too often reigns between the 
sums of money spent on crash prevention and those spent on making 
good the consequences. 

- In 1990, Spain’s Director General of Traffic, Mr Miguel Munoz,  
 took to heart the experience of the state of Victoria; thanks to a  
 massive communication budget and also by adopting very hard- 
 hitting messages in a remarkable national campaign, he succeeded  
 in cutting the number of deaths on Spain’s roads by 40% in three 
 years.  This success was all the more remarkable in that it was  
 unaccompanied by any change in policing resources. It has to  
 be recognised that Mr Munoz possessed great personal charisma  
 and was constantly to be found all over the Spanish media during  
 the period. It was estimated that the free media exposure he succeeded in  
 gaining for his cause was twenty times greater than all the paid-for  
 messages put together.  

So France’s is not an isolated experience, and other sudden improve-
ments have been noted elsewhere, in a number of different countries with 
populations of also very different national temperaments. These inflec-
tion-points have one thing in common: they were not followed by a return 
of crash rates to their previous levels. 
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One conclusion emerges, therefore: there is no “predestined” level of 
crashes at any one given time. This level may change on a scale previ-
ously unexpected, in response to the policies adopted by the authorities. 

Naturally, the more effective a country’s past policies have been, the 
smaller will be its scope for striking improvements. But there are un-
doubtedly very few countries of which it can be said that “everything has 
been done that could be done” and where no margin for improvement in 
road-user behaviour remains. Even in certain countries considered to be 
international benchmarks in road safety, there is still considerable scope 
for improvement. Certainly, there are exceptions and some countries are 
pursuing exemplary policies, doing everything in their power to reduce 
the number and gravity of road crashes. But they are still far from being 
the norm. 

2)	 Good	intentions	are	not	enough

There are, unfortunately, many lessons to be learned on this point from 
France’s experience. None of the successive governments over recent 
decades has been proud of the high level of crashes on the country’s 
roads, obviously. On the contrary, all those who have had political respon-
sibility for the issue deplored it, and most have declared their intention to 
curb it.   All or almost all made numerous appeals for greater prudence, 
and thought that in so doing they were promoting road safety. 

Experience has shown, however, that they had very little effect. Of course, 
“if every driver behaved in an ideal manner and never acted imprudently 
or made a mistake, there would be no crashes”. This is a meaningless 
concept, however, with no other value than to clear the conscience of 
those content merely to make such appeals and too ready to salve their 
own conscience by so doing. The important thing is not to be content 
with this fruitless sentence, but to take action to ensure that drivers make 
fewer wrong doings or mistakes and, on another level, to ensure that the 
consequences of such mistakes are less dreadful, something which will 
never be achieved by calls for prudence, no matter how well-intentioned 
or well-meaning. 

The	two	levels	of	responsibility

When it comes to road safety, there are two levels of responsibility which 
must not be confused. The first, instantly visible and undeniable, is that 
of the road-user. In virtually all crashes that take place, it is possible to 
identify one or even more errors or mistakes: speeding, drink-driving, in-
attentiveness, failure to respect road signs, etc.  It is by no means aston-
ishing therefore that, for the vast majority of public opinion, the primary 
responsibility for road crashes rests with road-users themselves.  The in-
volvement of the courts, whose role is to punish wrongdoers, can only re-
inforce this deeply-held popular belief. But this sentiment too often leads 
to ill-founded conclusions. 

There is another way of considering the issue, which places the responsi-
bility for road crashes at a completely different level. While each individu-
al is responsible for his own behaviour, this is within a context over which 
the individual is powerless and only the authorities have any control. It is 
the authorities that are responsible for most or all of driver training, infor-
mation campaigns, the choice of rules that make up the highway code, 
the enforcement of those rules, the system of penalties and their applica-
tion. They, too, have the responsibility for vehicle safety standards, for the 
road networks and for the organisation of emergency services. 
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While	 every	 driver	 is	 responsible	 for	 his	 own	 behaviour,	 only	 the	
authorities	 are	 responsible	 for	 road	 safety	 as	 a	 whole. They have 
sole power over the “system” in which each user operates and which 
directly influence his behaviour, as is demonstrated by recent experience 
in France and elsewhere. They alone have definitive power to influence 
the overall level of crashes. 

The existence of these two levels of responsibility – individual and collec-
tive – is difficult if not impossible to grasp for the vast majority of public 
opinion, including many of those responsible for road safety. This is the 
tragic	paradox of road safety, which so often leads to inaction.  Once an 
obvious and immediate culprit can be identified for each crash, instinct 
leads us to believe that no one else is responsible. Few understand that, 
despite appearances, there is in fact another level of responsibility which 
is the one that counts most of all, because road-users will always make 
mistakes or errors and only the authorities can ensure that these will be 
as few as possible and that, when they do arise, their consequences will 
be as limited as it is possible for them to be.

What it comes down to is that the authorities, and therefore those that 
work within such authorities, have all but total responsibility for this mat-
ter. If, in a country like France, the risk of being killed on the roads has 
been reduced to a tenth of what it was thirty years ago for a similar jour-
ney, it is not because the French have changed. It is because the system, 
for which the authorities are entirely responsible and in which road-users 
operate, has changed beyond all recognition.

3)	 What	is	needed	is	a	political	and	administrative	
 organisation that corresponds to the specific and  
	 dreadful	nature	of	the	problem

Combating road crashes is a complex affair involving many players from 
the ranks of the authorities. If they are to act effectively, they must be 
properly organised. 

This supposes first and foremost that responsibility for road safety is 
clearly identified within government and administrative organisations. 
There is no single solution in this respect, and the situation has therefore 
evolved over time in a country like France.

As we have seen, the solution adopted in 1972 was based on a single 
civil servant (the National Delegate for Road Safety) with considerable 
room for manoeuvre and reporting not to the various ministries but di-
rectly to the Prime Minister who had overall responsibility for road safety 
at government level. Things changed as from 1981. The Delegate for 
Road Safety was henceforth attached to the Transport Ministry and obvi-
ously no longer had the same freedom of action and speech, even though 
he retained an interministerial role and the Interministerial Committee for 
Road Safety, chaired by the Prime Minister, continued to exist. 

4)		 Appropriate	legislation	and	regulations	are	required

The preceding pages have shown how in France (which is no different in 
this respect from other countries), legislation and regulations have contin-
ued to evolve, both as regards the rules to be obeyed by road-users and 
the penalties incurred by those breaking them. 

The main rules relate to speed limits, the requirement to wear a seatbelt 
and drink-driving. 
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Sanctions have been made more and more dissuasive, with a key step 
taken in 2003 with the massive extension of fixed penalty fines making it 
possible to automate procedures and for the most part avoid taking cases 
to court. 

In the case of France, the scope for more regulations than those already 
in place in 2005 and foreseeable in the short term includes three impor-
tant points. 

One possibility is a requirement for daytime use of dipped headlights, a 
simple measure with the potential to be particularly effective since expe-
riences in other countries suggest that its introduction could reduce the 
overall number of deaths by something like 5%. 

Another potential measure is making drivers responsible for ensuring that 
passengers wear their seatbelts, on pain of having points deducted from 
the driver’s licence if passengers fail to comply. Once again, the poten-
tial effectiveness of a measure already in force in certain non-European 
countries as Australia, is particularly high, since an estimated 500 vehicle 
occupants in 2005 were killed because they failed to wear their seatbelt. 

But the most important new regulation would deal with the blanket speed 
limit on ordinary country roads, which is presently 90km/h. The majority of 
fatal crashes happen to be on such roads: 3600 people killed in 2004 out 
of a total of about 5200. The lowering of the limit from 90km/ to 80km/h 
would thus result in a sharp decrease in the overall number of deaths. A 
national poll held in September 2005 for the French Automobile-Clubs 
Federation has shown the 57% of French people would favour such a 
step, when 42% would be opposed to it. This Federation has asked the 
French government to study and take a decision regarding this possibility 
(it is to note that this Federation was the initiator of the three above-men-
tioned possible changes in the French regulatory system).

Right now, these are the measures that are lacking from a French legisla-
tive and regulatory arsenal that seems particularly well-stocked. 

It is for each country to adapt and supplement its own provisions as often 
as necessary, being sure to make the most of the latest best practice, i.e. 
the lessons to be  learned from the experience of other countries, which 
should be monitored at all times. Other steps could of course be followed 
whenever research provides proof of the effectiveness of the measures 
envisaged. 

5)		 An	appropriate	system	of	controls	and	sanctions		
	 is	necessary

It is common knowledge that even the best rules are not followed if they 
are not backed up by controls and if failure to abide by them is not pun-
ished. As Richelieu said, “To make a law and not enforce it is to authorise 
the very thing one wishes to forbid”. 

The difficulty stems from the fact that tens of millions of drivers travel the 
road network every day in a country like France, and inevitably commit 
millions of offences. It is therefore impossible to deal with these traffic 
offences in the same way as with other offences, which are fortunately 
much less common. 
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As the French Justice Minister commented in 2002, “In just a few hours, 
a systematic control detected 2,000 speeding offences in a single tunnel 
through the Alps. That is precisely the number of cases handled in a year 
by the criminal court of the local jurisdiction.”

The booking of offences and their legal processing must therefore be 
automated as far as possible, which in turn requires substantial invest-
ments in the purchase of radar and camera equipment and the hardware 
needed to set up computer processing of offences and fines. This auto-
mation relates primarily to monitoring the speed of vehicles. 

In the case of drink-driving, the wearing of seatbelts and other driving 
rules, the controls cannot be automated and will continue to require the 
intervention of police forces on the spot. These forces will need to be 
provided with the appropriate equipment. For dealing with drink-driving, 
this means electronic breathalysers and ethylometers, designed respec-
tively to detect and to measure drivers’ alcohol levels easily and rapidly 
by analysing expired air.

All in all, sizable sums must be committed to enable the forces of order to 
operate to best effect. 

For information, the special programme launched in France to equip po-
lice and gendarmerie forces over a three-year period amounted to some-
thing like 400 million euros, just over 6 euros per head of population (10 
euros per driver). It was the guaranteed provision of these funds that 
convinced the media and public opinion of government determination to 
enforce the law. Without this relatively massive investment, there would 
have been no reason for the sudden and significant changes in behaviour 
noted since 2002. 

6)		 Event-related	communication	can	be	extremely	effective

The various episodes of spectacular improvements in road crash figures 
in France over the past three decades all occurred when the media gave 
mass coverage to the issue of road safety in relation to specific events. 

These events were, as we have seen, very diverse and include (by no 
means exhaustively) in chronological order: 

• The first ever appointment, in 1972, of a national head of road  
 safety, with almost total freedom of communication.
• Major changes in regulations (speed limits and compulsory 
 wearing of seatbelts in 1973)
• Changes in the law (drink-driving laws of 1978 and 1987)
• Further changes in regulations (introduction of the points 
 licence, reduction of the maximum speed limit in built-up areas
 to 50 km/h in 1992)
• The announcement in 2002 of a vast series of measures to 
 reform  the chain of controls and sanctions, and in particular the  
 planned acquisition of 1,000 automatic radar devices. 

This list shows that the opportunities for media focus on and support for 
road safety may be very diverse. Some, indeed, appear to have little to 
do with government action when prompted, for example, by spectacular 
crashes or when they result from initiatives by civil society. 
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One constant emerges from the French experience, however: massive	me-
dia support can have substantially beneficial effects on the psychol-
ogy	of	public	opinion	and	on	improvements	in	road	safety.	Indeed,	it	
is	a	determining	 factor.	By	 raising	public	awareness	of	 the	dangers	
of	road	crashes	and	of	the	risk	of	controls	and	sanctions,	it	can	bring	
about	radical	mass	changes	in	behaviour	when	needed.	

Experience shows that wherever risks exist, in whatever field, it is impor-
tant to talk about them. Failure to call attention to risks can only add to 
the number of crashes, and silence is the greatest danger of all. For this 
reason, those responsible for road safety must strive constantly to attract 
media attention by creating “events”, and must devote considerable im-
agination to sustaining such attention. 

It is no easy matter over the long term to keep media attention focused 
with equal intensity on road crashes, even if this is an issue which, by its 
nature, has great popular appeal, since everyone in today’s society feels 
an interest in cars and traffic. Virtually everyone is concerned about the 
risks of crash they or those close to them risk suffering or, sadly, have 
already suffered. 

For this reason, it would be imprudent to rely entirely on “event-related” 
communication, which is inevitably random and difficult to control, as a 
means of maintaining ongoing public awareness and influencing behav-
iour effectively. Even if such an approach can produce remarkable re-
sults when the circumstances are right, it cannot be relied on as the sole 
means of communication in order to reduce as far as possible the number 
and gravity of road crashes.  

7)		 Personalising	the	cause	can	play	a	major	role

The issue of whether or not to personalise the cause of road safety in the 
eyes of the media and of public opinion is very important, and the answer 
is in no doubt. The media need a point of contact, and communication 
with public opinion can only be achieved by human beings. The ideal 
situation is therefore for someone to personify the cause of road safety 
and stand ready at any moment to respond to media requests which, on 
a subject such as this, may sometimes crop up several times a day. This 
fact suggests for the figure in question to be assigned full time to road 
safety, thereby ruling out the nomination for such a role of a government 
Minister, who already has a heavy portfolio of responsibilities, and sug-
gesting instead that the role be given to a civil servant. 

It is therefore desirable that someone should serve as the permanent 
“face” of road safety policy, and that whoever takes on this role should 
be as charismatic a figure as possible. The ubiquitous media presence 
of such a road safety “czar” – Mr or Ms Road Safety – can sometimes be 
enough in itself to produce spectacular results, as experience has shown 
in several countries, including France and Spain. But it is the media who 
choose who to invite for interviews. And if the people in charge does not 
possess the necessary “spark”, the ability to communicate clearly and the 
technical knowledge of the subject essential for credibility, then the media 
will not call upon him or her. 

The choice of who is to represent the road safety issue in the public eye 
is therefore of great importance, despite the fact that the combination of 
qualities called for above, some of which conflict with others, often makes 
such a choice difficult. It can seem to require a squaring of the circle when 
there appears to be no one who possesses all the required qualities. 
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Nonetheless, the greatest care should be paid to choosing the person 
responsible for personifying road safety policy in the eyes of the public. 

8)		 Massive	institutional	communication	is	irreplaceable

There is another communication channel which, if deployed, is assured 
of success. This is the channel used by private sector companies to sell 
their products to the general public. Companies buy media advertising 
space to broadcast messages designed to influence consumer behaviour 
in the desired direction. They spend enormous sums of money on this 
method of communication, in proportion to the end in view. Domestic and 
foreign car manufacturers, for example, spend around 1.3 billion euros 
annually on their advertising campaigns in France, representing some 
3% of their total sales of around 40 billion euros, to introduce potential 
customers to their products and persuade them to buy them. 

To imagine that the opinion and behaviour of the population of an entire 
country can be changed merely by issuing occasional calls for good citi-
zenship and prudence would be naive. If this were all it took, the man-
ufacturers of cars – or of any other consumer product – would simply 
wheel out their senior executives once a year in front of the media to tell 
everyone that their cars are excellent and people should go out and buy 
them. 

Certainly the chief executives of Renault, Peugeot, Citroen, Mercedes, 
Ford, etc. do indeed regularly make such statements. But it does not stop 
there. It is not by chance that their companies devote considerable sums 
of money to massive information campaigns using all the latest forms of 
communication to bombard people’s minds with messages in favour of 
their products, repeating the same refrains hundreds or even thousands 
of times over.  

Car manufacturers, like all other manufacturers of consumer goods, know 
how today’s mass communication works. They know perfectly well that 
occasional or isolated messages are pointless, as effective as a pebble 
against a steamroller.  The only effective way to change opinions and 
behaviour is by mass communication. 

The cost of road crashes to French society is now officially estimated at 
some 25 billion euros a year on latest estimates. Applying the ratio men-
tioned above would mean that close to a billion euros a year should be 
devoted to road safety communication. 

Even if the comparison is not strictly valid, it is nonetheless striking how 
little France presently spends on this type of action; over the years, it 
has remained out of all proportion to the issues at stake. Throughout the 
1990s, national information campaigns were allocated budgets averag-
ing around 5 million euros a year, less than one thousandth of the sums 
at stake and less than the individual cost of certain particularly serious 
crashes.

It is true that the remarkable progress made in France in very recent 
times was achieved as a result of free “event-related” communication on 
an exceptional scale and without any real change in this fundamental 
aspect of any consistent road safety policy.  The budget set aside in 2004 
for national information campaigns was no more than 12 million euros 
(equivalent to 20 euro cents for every member of the population), less 
than the amount spent in the private sector on the launch of a new soap 
or washing powder. 
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When we see the same advertisement promoting the same car, time and 
time again on channel after channel, and compare this with the scarcity 
of road safety messages, we can only think that here is a shocking dis-
proportion. Under the circumstances, it is not surprising that institutional 
communication in favour of road safety should be lost in the enormous 
mass of messages to which our fellow citizens are daily subjected, and 
that even if they may notice such communication, it is not enough to make 
a permanent impression. It does not enable the authorities to convey the 
messages they want to put across with the necessary intensity or the 
right timing. Who could possibly believe for a moment that such feeble 
resources could ever change the opinions, let alone the behaviour, of 
close to 40 million drivers?

The example of dipped headlights was revealing. The French govern-
ment adopted a stance of extreme prudence on this issue. In July 2004, 
it “recommended” that as from 1 October of that year drivers should use 
dipped headlights in daylight when driving outside built-up areas. In the 
north of France, according to some official figures, some 40% of drivers 
followed the recommendation, but in the south the figure was no more 
than 20%. Most importantly, compliance declined over time, as the major-
ity of road-users failed to be convinced of the value of the measure. Yet 
results obtained in other countries have shown that it is of considerable 
value for road safety, beyond objective discussion, and represents in fact 
one of the simplest and easiest ways of significantly reducing crashes. In 
such circumstances, massive information campaigns should have played 
a major role in influencing public opinion and paving the way for accept-
ance of a new regulatory requirement, the only way to spread the practice 
for the sake of road safety. That was how the authorities had proceeded 
30 years earlier, when introducing compulsory use of seatbelts, a meas-
ure that was accepted by motorists because they had been prepared 
in advance by massive information campaigns of an intensity unknown 
today. 

As we have seen, in Great Britain, Australia, Spain and elsewhere, nu-
merous experiences have shown how effective institutional communica-
tion campaigns, adequately funded and properly conducted, could be in 
changing first opinions, and then behaviour. 

France itself set an example in this area, many years ago. In 1970, Prime 
Minister Jacques Chaban Delmas set aside 12 million francs for road 
safety communication, creating a context that was extremely favourable 
to the decisions to follow shortly afterwards. 12 million francs in 1970 
corresponds to more than the equivalent number of euros today. The 
comparison is deceptive, however, since there was undoubtedly far less 
media competition then than there is today. There were only two televi-
sion channels in those days. Both were state-owned and road safety was 
given very preferential rates for air-time, paying only one eighth of the 
rate charged to private customers.

As a result, road safety messages were broadcast repeatedly in prime 
time slots. Thirty years ago, France did far more from this point of view 
than it does today on behalf of road safety. In those days, everyone was 
familiar with the catch-phrases of road safety: “Boire ou conduire, il faut 
choisir”( drink or drive you have to choose); “Un petit clic vaut mieux qu’un 
grand choc” (a littke click is better than a big shock); “ La vitesse c’est 
dépassé” (Speed is something from the past); “Le casque votre seule 
protection” (Your Helmet, your only safeguard) etc. Today’s younger gen-
erations have been exposed to far fewer road safety messages than their 
parents.
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A specific study would be needed to assess what annual budget would 
be required to achieve an equivalent impact today to that of campaigns 
of the time, but this would probably be in the region of a hundred million 
euros a year.  This sum bears no relation to current budgets, which are 
completely out of proportion to what is at stake.  

A very valuable report produced by the Conseil National de la Sécurité 
Routière (national road safety council) in 2002 but never followed up to 
now calculated that the minimum amount to be allocated to present-day 
campaigns for them to be effective would be 1 euro per driver, which 
would give a budget of close to 40 million euros for France. Again, this 
is a conservative estimate in the light of what is at stake, and one	euro	
per	inhabitant	per	year	could	be	considered	as	the	minimum	level	
necessary.	

This might seem a large sum only if we overlook the fact that the annual 
cost of road crashes is of the order of 400 euros per inhabitant in a coun-
try like France!

The French authorities, however, have still not grasped how mass com-
munication works in the modern world. It is true they have largely been 
able to do without the assistance of institutional communication in the 
field of road safety over the past 3 years, having benefited so much from 
free and massive “event-related” communication in response to govern-
ment policy, communication that has proved remarkably effective. This 
situation will not continue indefinitely, however.  

France is not the only country in this situation. Many other countries have 
not yet grasped the scale of the financial resources that must be devoted 
to mass communication in order to gain a hearing, change attitudes and 
influence behaviour. 

As far as the European Union is concerned, this could be a remarkable 
field of action. Why should it not co-finance institutional communication 
campaigns on road safety in the various member countries? This would 
be a remarkably effective way of using community funds, and an oppor-
tunity to present a particularly positive image of the EU in a field which 
ranks as one of the most sensitive to public opinion in every country. 

9)		 Will	is	not	enough.	It	takes	money

The wording of this ninth conclusion requires some explanation.

That a clear political will is required to combat road crashes is beyond 
doubt. Without such a will, matters follow their “normal” course and the 
number of crashes remains much higher than it could and should be. The 
ideal to be attained is that the many agents of the authorities and civil 
society capable of influencing the number and gravity of crashes should 
gradually mobilise their energies to reduce both the number of crashes 
and their consequences. What is required initially, however, is more often 
than not a personal determination. This determination may emerge at 
various levels of the political and administrative organisation. 
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In the most extreme case, it may emanate from the head of state, as 
France demonstrated in 2002 with the personal commitment of the Presi-
dent of the Republic. It may result from the initiative of one or more mem-
bers of the government with responsibility for road safety: Ministry of 
Transport, the Interior, Justice, Health, etc. It may also originate with the 
administrative official responsible for road safety when this individual is 
in a position to act effectively, as was the case in France in 1972 and in 
Spain in 1990. But the will alone is not enough, and this is why there have 
been so many failures by so many who sincerely wished to take action 
against road crashes. It also takes resources, and that means money.  

It is true that measures do exist which cost nothing or next to nothing, 
when it is a matter of adapting legislation or regulations, for example. In-
deed, this phase is a necessary preliminary and constant attention must 
be paid, as we have seen, to international best practice to make the most 
of the lessons to be learned. Other actions, however, require a financial 
investment. 

National	spending

At first sight, it might be difficult to know which priorities to choose, so 
great is the range of possible actions to help improve road safety. These 
are listed every year in France in a document entitled “Effort de la nation 
in faveur de la Sécurité Routière” (national spending on road safety) pro-
duced as part of the budget white paper. This report put at 1,807 million 
euros the amount of state spending on road safety for 2005. 

The spending is carried out by 9 different ministries: Infrastructure, De-
fence, Interior, Justice, Education, Youth, Health, Research and Financ-
es. For each ministry, the assessment adds together investment funding 
and operational funding, which corresponds mainly to staff costs. 
The Gendarmerie Nationale, which comes under the authority of the De-
fence Ministry, estimates that 13.36% of its activity in 2003 was devoted 
directly to road safety.
The following table sets out state spending for 2002 to 2005 for current 
spending only. 

Summary	of	state	current	spending	and	payment	credits	(in	millions	
of	euros)
Ministry 2002 2003 2004 2005

Infrastructure, transport, 
housing, tourism and the sea

606.22 658.85 679.60 657.99

Defence 514.49 473.22 462.93 471.45

Interior, homeland security and 
local freedoms

232.63 261.07 348.80 284.24

Justice 141.19 209.57 215.21 215.38

Education, higher education 
and research

52.80 55.28 55.28 55.56

Health and social protection 0.44 0.36 0.21  - 

Youth, sports and associations 0.12 0.12 0.13 0.13

Research 20.50 23.35 24.79 24.88

Economy, finance and industry 21.37 18.79 16.11 14.93

Total	ministries 1589.76 1700.61 1803.06 1724.56
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To arrive at the full amount of national spending on road safety, we have 
to add to this government spending the amounts spent by other agen-
cies: local authorities, motorway concession operators, crash assistance 
groups, insurance firms, vehicle manufacturers, various voluntary asso-
ciations, etc. 

It is not always possible to quantify these contributions, however impor-
tant a role the actions concerned may play in the fight against crashes 
and their consequences. 

Two	categories	of	expenditure

The various sums spent are not all of the same nature. The sums spent 
on road safety by the state or other agencies can be divided into two 
distinct categories. 

The bulk of the spending corresponds to recurrent expenditure, which is 
certainly essential but will vary very little from one year to another – police 
manpower costs, for example.

But	 there	 is	 another	 category	 of	 spending	 which	 is	 capable	 of	 a	
rapid	and	massive	effect	on	crash	trends	by	bringing	about	a	short-
term	change	in	behaviour.	As	we	have	seen,	this	category	contains	
two	items,	and	two	only. The first of these is institutional communication 
campaigns. The second is more effective controls, particularly through 
automation of the control and sanction chain. If we want swift and mas-
sive results, we must concentrate spending first and foremost on one or 
preferably on a combination of both of these items. 

This conclusion is all the more valid in that the sums in question are gen-
erally relatively modest compared to the amounts each country spends 
anyway on road safety (see the figures for France quoted above). 

The return on investment in these two items is outstanding on every front: 
human, economic and even financial. 

On the human front, no comment is needed. This report has shown how, 
to an extent never previously imagined, crash levels have often been 
sharply and unexpectedly reduced simply as a result of intense media 
pressure, often following on from the announcement and introduction of 
tighter controls on road-users’ behaviour.  In each instance, thousands 
or tens of thousands of human tragedies were averted as almost instan-
taneous reductions in numbers killed, ranging from 20% to 50%, were 
recorded on occasions. 

In economic terms, the outcome is so impressive that it can be stated with-
out hesitation that no better use could be made of public money, so great 
is the disproportion between the gains made and the amounts spent. 
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In a country like France, the economic cost of crashes was evaluated at 
30 billion euros in 2001, of which around 20 billion corresponded solely 
to the cost of insurance paid by road-users. Since then, the death toll has 
fallen by a third, and the economic gain to the nation could be estimated 
at 5 billion euros annually at least. The official account regarding the cost 
of crashes is the following one for year 2004 according to the annual road 
safety report:

- Material damage only: 12.6 billion euros
- Conventional cost for killed people: 5.9 billion euros
- Cost of heavy injuries: 3.0 billion euros
- Cost of light injuries: 2.3 billion euros
- Material cost of crashes with fatalities or injuries: 0.5 billion euros
- Total : 24.3 billion euros

A comparison between the gains to society and the amounts spent on re-
inforcing the control and sanction system (some 100 million euros annu-
ally) is staggering. The gain to society is of the order of 50 times greater 
than the amount spent. In other words, the ratio is 5,000 per 100. For 
each euro spent, the return is 50 for the year. This is akin to winning the 
jackpot, and the penny-pinching of the past on the two above-mentionned 
key items is bitterly to be regretted.

This regret may be all the keener in that spending money on at least 
one of these items can also be financially viable. Automating the control 
and sanction chain, possibly combined with higher penalties, results in a 
massive increase in the amount of fines collected. To use a well-known 
phrase, this is a “win-win” situation. 

In Australia, the state of Victoria recovered the full cost of setting up a 
computerised fine-processing centre in just 4 months. 

In France, more than 1.500.000 fines were issued since the first of Janu-
ary 2005, through the automated “radars”, the present pace being 10.000 
per working day. More than 70% of the fines are paid immediately, and 
the expected return is 200 million euros in 2005, a part of which will be 
dedicated to the purchase of 500 new radars, in addition to the first 1000 
ones.  

The above findings confirm the fact that, as everyone knows, there are 
only two ways to modify human behaviour: incentive and constraint, the 
carrot and the stick.

The incentive in this instance comes through mass communication 
which, in order to be effective in today’s world, as we have seen, requires 
financial resources in proportion to the issues at stake (apart from those 
periods when exceptional events can be used to provide free exposure). 

The constraint, meanwhile, calls for the appropriate financial resources 
to provide the policing forces and justice system with the modern equip-
ment necessary to act effectively. 

It is also possible to combine incentive and constraint when the commu-
nication highlights the action of the policing forces, among other issues, 
to get the message across to all road-users and arouse in them a fear of 
punishment that will encourage them to modify their behaviour. This com-
munication can only be credible over time, however, if the controls really 
exist and are carried out with sufficient frequency to be dissuasive, and if 
they are actually followed up by sanctions. 
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In	conclusion,	it	would	appear	that	the	will	to	reduce	the	number	of	
crashes,	if	it	is	to	be	real,	must	translate	not	only	into	speeches	and	
legislative or regulatory decisions, but also into financial measures. 
Money	alone	is	not	enough,	of	course,	but	it	is	essential.	This	con-
clusion	may	seem	like	preaching	to	the	converted,	but	it	is	nothing	
of	the	sort.	Only	too	often,	this	aspect	of	the	issue	is	overlooked,	
and	many	believe	in	all	good	faith	that	results	in	terms	of	reducing	
road crashes can be achieved without making the necessary finan-
cial	outlay,	however	modest	this	may	be	in	proportion	to	the	issues	
at	stake.		

Europe has not grasped this essential fact, since the EU road safety 
budget is purely symbolic even though it refers to road safety as a key 
issue in all its speeches. At this moment, only a handful officials in the 
Commission’s Directorate General for Transport are assigned full-time to 
road safety, and yet there have been unsuccessful calls for the past fif-
teen years for the creation of a European Road Safety Agency to promote 
exchanges of experience and provide assistance to countries seeking to 
reduce the number of crashes on their roads. As to the budgets allocated 
to this headline cause… they amount to no more than 2 million euros for 
the 450 million inhabitants of the European Union while hundreds of mil-
lions are spent on other projects in the transport field alone!

Where is the chief executive who imagines he can get results in any field 
whatsoever without committing a proportionate amount of investment to 
this goal?

10)			 Long-term	actions	must	be	pursued	in	parallel

The developments described above have shown that it was often pos-
sible to achieve a sharp reduction in the number and gravity of crashes 
in the short term. But this reduction applies from a starting-point which 
depends essentially on long-term actions. 

The number of deaths as a proportion of the number of vehicles on the 
roads was divided in France by 10 between 1970 and 2005, and such 
progress obviously does not derive solely from the short-term actions car-
ried out since 2002. These have certainly reduced the risk of fatal crash 
per journey by around one third, which is considerable. But the greater 
part of the improvement recorded since 1970 has its origins in long-term 
actions addressing the three main factors with an impact on road crashes: 
the behaviour of road-users, the road infrastructure, and vehicles them-
selves, nor forgetting the organisation of emergency services. Further 
efforts must obviously continue to be made in all four of these areas in 
order to change long term trends. 

 A.	 Better	behaviour	by	road-users	

Alongside the “psychological and media pressure” which can have an 
almost immediate effect on public opinion, behaviour, and crash levels, 
there are also many other actions which can influence behaviour but 
whose influence is only really perceptible in the medium and long term.  

These include teaching road safety in schools, driving tuition in driving 
schools and “post-licence” training, particularly through employers. France 
has made a number of efforts over recent decades to make progress in 
these three areas by means of a number of initiatives which will not be 
described in this report but which are nonetheless of considerable inter-
est and value. 
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	 B.	 Improving	the	road	network

Whatever happens, road-users will always continue to make mistakes, 
whether it be through inattention or thoughtless risk-taking. But the con-
sequences of these mistakes may be entirely different depending on the 
road network or the vehicle used. 

The number of persons killed per billion kilometres travelled in France 
in 2002, outside built-up areas, was thus 12 on normal roads and 3.5 on 
motorways. The gap widened still further in 2004 with the nose-dive in 
death rates (-37%) on intercity motorways following the deployment of the 
first automatic radar devices.  

The construction since 1970 of around 12,000 kilometres of motorways 
and expressways, which now carry 20% of French road traffic, has thus 
played an important part in the gradual reduction in the number of crash-
es and victims reported over the last three decades. 

At the same time, traditional road infrastructure has undergone consider-
able improvements, whether in built-up areas or in the countryside. Com-
bined with a reduction of the speed limit in built-up areas to 50km/h, the 
introduction of so-called “traffic-calming” measures  has more than halved 
the number of deaths in built-up areas in fourteen years, from 3,629 in 
1990 to 1451 in 2004 (-60%).

Progress has been less rapid on traditional roads outside built-up areas, 
where the number of deaths has fallen more slowly over the same period, 
from 6,660 killed in 1990 to 3601 in 2004 (-46%).

It must be said that there are fewer technical solutions for improving the 
safety of ordinary country roads than there are for dealing with urban 
or peri-urban roads which can be modified in various ways to reduce 
speeds, such as by the 15,000 roundabouts introduced in France over 
the past 25 years. 

Even so, considerable progress is still possible in improving the safety of 
trunk roads. The first concerns roadside objects. In 2003, 630 road crash 
victims killed in France died as a result of collisions with trees, 348 in col-
lisions with bridge pillars or parapets, 232 with lamp-posts or telegraph 
poles, and 406 with rock walls, ditches or  embankments, making a total 
of 1,880 victims, equivalent to 36% of the overall death toll in France. 
Even optimal modifications to roadsides could not, of course, eliminate 
all the risks. But estimates show for instance that the installation of a 
safety-barrier, wherever technically possible, between the roadway and 
a line of trees often reduces the frequency of fatal crashes to a third of 
previous levels.  

It is possible to go further with the “2+1” roads concept devised and intro-
duced in Sweden. These roads are designed on the following principle: 
the road is widened to take three traffic lanes, two in one direction and on 
in the other, in alternating sections of lengths varying between 1 and 2.5 
kilometres. The two carriageways are then separated by a central safety 
barrier making head-on collisions virtually impossible. These roads ad-
dress not only the danger presented by roadside obstacles but also those 
of head-on collisions which caused 1,030 deaths in France in 2003. 
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Overall, these “2+1” roads offer a level of safety equal to that of motor-
ways. The results obtained are remarkable, since the 1,100 kilometres 
in use so far are saving 30 lives a year out of the total of 400 deaths 
recorded on Sweden’s national road network. This is no doubt a path to 
be explored in the future, when technically and economically possible. It 
will seem inconceivable to future generations that we allowed vehicles 
to drive at high speeds in opposite directions on busy roads without any 
separation between the two flows of traffic, with all the risks that this in-
evitably entails.  

Finally, mention should be made of the “EURORAP” programme, set up 
by the European Automobile-Clubs Network to evaluate the danger rep-
resented by infrastructure in relation to the traffic it is required to carry, a 
programme in which it is to be hoped that France will participate actively 
in the future.

	 C.	 Improving	new	vehicles	

After decades in which vehicles made only relatively slow progress in 
terms of safety, recent years have seen progress at a speed and on a 
scale as remarkable as they are largely underestimated. 

One aspect of this is the protection provided to vehicle occupants in the 
event of a collision. Certain manufacturers, it is true, had long devoted 
much effort and investment to this issue, and equipped their vehicles with 
highly effective protection systems. But these were very much in the mi-
nority. All this changed in just a few years following the founding, largely 
on the initiative of the Automobile Clubs (Fédération Internationale de 
l’Automobile. F.I.A), of an independent organisation known as EuroNCAP 
(European New Car Assessment Programme), which rates the crashwor-
thiness of new cars in terms of protecting their occupants on a scale of 1 
to 5 stars. The release of results from the first tests had spectacular re-
percussions. When very few models were awarded four stars, with most 
scoring around 2 or 3 stars, motor manufacturers issued formal instruc-
tions to their design and production departments to do much better. The 
results speak for themselves, since in 2005 almost all new models earned 
4 for 5 stars, making the European motor industry the leader among world 
motor manufacturers in this respect. 

But this progress has affected not only the protection of vehicle occu-
pants in the event of a collision, what is known as “passive safety”. It also 
concerns “active” safety, i.e. the ability of the vehicle to avoid crashes.  
Advances in electronics have opened up unexpected scope for consider-
able opportunities in this area. After ABS and emergency braking sys-
tems, it is now ESP (Electronic Stability Programme) that is producing the 
most spectacular results. The system senses any loss of control over the 
vehicle by the driver and literally takes over the controls. By acting directly 
on each wheel, the system generally succeeds in holding the vehicle on 
the trajectory initially chosen by the driver and thus avoids a potential 
crash. Initial studies suggest a reduction of between 40% and 60% in the 
number of fatal crashes in vehicles equipped with the system as com-
pared to those which are not.  These figures will need to be confirmed, 
but this could possibly be one of the most important safety breakthroughs 
ever, and making ESP standard on all new vehicles is certainly a priority.

Overall, it is perfectly possible that the significant improvements in active 
and passive safety in recent vehicles have played a sizable role in the 
reductions in crash levels seen in France and Europe in recent years. 
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Christian Gerondeau has been for more than a third of a century a major 
player in the evolution of road safety in France and other countries.

In 1969 he was appointed, at the age of 31, to the office of Jacques 
Chaban-Delmas, the Prime Minister, as Adviser on transport, housing 
and town planning matters.

Observing the dramatic escalation in road crashes, he suggested to 
Chaban-Delmas that responsibility for this problem should at last be cen-
tralized in a single hand through the creation of the post of National Road 
Safety Delegate. He was the first appointee to this post which he held 
from 1972 to 1981.

The policy then implemented reversed the rise in road traffic injuries. One 
important measure was the introduction in France of general speed limits 
on roads and motorways. Another measure was to make the wearing of 
seat belts obligatory (France was the first European country to introduce 
this regulation). The first major French law concerning drunk driving was 
also introduced during his term as Road Safety Delegate.

In 1973, he was elected Chairman of the Road Safety Committee of the 
European Transport Ministers Conference (ECMT). He persuaded the 
Conference to adopt a series of recommendations whereby the meas-
ures introduced in France were gradually extended throughout virtually 
the whole of Europe.

Prime mover and a member of the Committee appointed in 1988 by the 
French government to draw up a “White Paper” that was to serve as a 
guide to the national policy on road safety during the following years, in 
1990 he was also asked by the European Commission to draw up a re-
port for a European policy on road safety later known as the “Gerondeau 
report”. A number of recommendations contained in the report, such as 
the 50km/h speed limit in built up areas, were subsequently acted on by 
all EU member countries.

In 1992, the World Bank appointed him to chair a road safety mission in 
six central Europe countries and later asked him to organise a confer-
ence on the same theme attended in Budapest in 1994 by the Transport 
Ministers of 14 central and east European countries.

During the same period he was head in France of the Association for the 
Development of Road Safety Techniques, and during the course of the 
next few years he contributed to the development of French legislation, 
particularly in respect of the lowering of the legal drinking and driving 
limit.

Since 1999 he has been President of the French Federation of Automo-
bile Clubs and Road Users and subsequently a member of the National 
Road Safety Council.  He is also a Trustee of the FIA Foundation and was 
involved in establishing the European Road Assessment Programme 
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“At	the	heart	of	the	committment	to	
road	safety	there	is	a	fundamental	
combat	for	a	society	that	is	more	
humane,	one	with	greater	solidarity	
and	respect	for	others.		We	share	the	
highway.		Road	Safety	is	something	we	
provide	for	each	other”.

Excerpt	from	speech	by	President	Jacques	Chirac	
at	launch	of	World	Health	Day	2004


