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Paratowyd y ddogfen hon gan gyfreithwyr Cynulliad Cenedlaethol Cymru er mwyn rhoi gwybodaeth a 
chyngor i Aelodau Cynulliad a'u cynorthwywyr ynghylch materion dan ystyriaeth gan y Cynulliad a'i 
bwyllgorau ac nid at unrhyw ddiben arall.  Gwnaed pob ymdrech i sicrhau fod yr wybodaeth a'r cyngor a 
gynhwysir ynddi yn gywir, ond ni dderbynir cyfrifoldeb am unrhyw ddibyniaeth a roddir arnynt gan 
drydydd partion. 
 
This document has been prepared by National Assembly for Wales lawyers in order to provide 
information and advice to Assembly Members and their staff in relation to matters under consideration 
by the Assembly and its committees and for no other purpose. Every effort has been made to ensure 
that the information and advice contained in it are accurate, but no responsibility is accepted for any 
reliance placed on them by third parties 
 
 
Petitions Committee 
 
Legal Briefing Note – ‘Setting local Speed Limits in Wales’ 
 
1. Background 
 
1.1 The guidance was issued in October 2009 and replaces Circular Roads 

1/93 (Department of Transport/Welsh Office 1993). The guidelines are 
to be used by highway authorities for setting all local speed limits on 
single and dual carriageway roads in both urban and rural areas. 

 
1.2 The guidance is split into seven sections. This note summarises the 

key points in each section 
 
2. Section 1 - Introduction 
 
2.1 The overall speed limit framework, including the setting of national 

limits for different road types, and to which exceptions to the general 
limits can be applied, is the responsibility of central government. 
Currently the three national speed limits for cars and motorcycles are: 

 
 30mph on street lit roads  
 60mph on rural single carriageway roads 
 70mph on dual carriageway motorways 

 
2.2 Speed Limits should be evidence led, self – explaining and seek to 

reinforce people’s assessment of what is a safe speed to travel. 
 
2.3 Highway authorities set ‘local speed limits’ in situations where local 

needs and considerations deem it desirable for drivers to adopt a 
speed which is different from the national speed limit. Local speed 
limits could be lower or higher depending upon the conditions and 
evidence. 

 
2.4 The guidance is to be used for setting all local speed limits on trunk 

and county roads (excluding motorways) whether single or dual 
carriageways in both urban and rural areas. It is also to be used as the 
basis for future assessments of local speed limits, for developing route 
management strategies, and for developing speed management 
strategies dovetailing with Regional Transport Plans. 
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2.5 Highway authorities are asked to review the speed limits on all of their 

A and B roads, and implement any necessary changes, by 31st 
December 2014 in accordance with this guidance. 

 
3. Section 2 - Background and Objectives 
 
3.1 Highway authorities continue to have the flexibility to set local speed 

limits that are right for individual roads, reflecting local needs and 
considerations. 

 
3.2 Local speed limits should ideally be considered as part of a package of 

measures to manage vehicle speeds. 
 
 
4. Section 3 – The underlying principles of local speed limits 
 
4.1 WAG is responsible for determining local speed limits on the motorway 

and trunk road network. Local highway authorities are responsible for 
determining speed limits on the local road network. 

 
4.2 Highway authorities and the Police should work together in determining 

any changes to speed limits. 
 
4.3 Alternative speed management options should always be considered 

before a new speed limit is introduced. 
 
4.4 The underlying aim should be to achieve a ‘safe’ distribution of speeds 

which reflects the function of the road and impacts on the local 
community. The needs of vulnerable road users and communities must 
be fully taken into account. 

 
4.5 Highway authorities will wish to satisfy themselves that the benefits 

exceed the disbenefits before introducing or changing a local speed 
limit. 

 
4.6 The characteristics of the road and the needs of the vulnerable road 

user should be considered as factors when setting a speed limit. 
 
4.7 Mean speeds should be used as the basis for determining local speed 

limits. 
 
4.8 The minimum length of a speed limit should generally be not less than 

600 metres although it may be appropriate to use shorter lengths in 
some circumstances. 

 
4.9 Speed limits should not be used to attempt to solve the problem of 

isolated hazards, such as a single road junction or reduced forward 
visibility at a bend. 

 



 
5. Section 4 – The Legislative Framework 
 
5.1 All speed limits, other than those on restricted roads should be made 

by order under Section 84 of the Road Traffic Regulation Act 1984. 
 
5.2 Any permanent speed limits below 30mph, other than 20mph limits or 

zones, require individual consent from WAG. 
 
5.3 For the purpose of determining whether or not a road is restricted, 

street lighting may extend not only to street lamps provided by highway 
authorities, but also to their provision by town or community councils 
with the consent of the respective highway authority. 

 
5.4 Unless an order has been made and the road is signed to the contrary, 

a 30mph speed limit applies where there are three or more street 
lamps illuminating the carriageway and placed not more than 183 
metres apart. 

 
5.5 Highway authorities are not permitted to erect different speed limit 

signs relating to different classes of vehicle. 
 
5.6 Vehicle activated signs must not be used as an alternative to static 

speed limit signing, but as an additional measure to warn or remind 
drivers as appropriate. 

 
6. Section 5 – Speed Limits in Urban Areas 
 
6.1 Lower speeds benefit all users of urban roads, especially vulnerable 

road users. 
 
6.2 Highway authorities are encouraged to adopt the Institution of 

Highways and Transportation’s Urban Safety Management Guidelines. 
The guidelines propose the use of a road hierarchy approach which 
reflects a road’s function, the mix of vehicular traffic that it carries and 
its use by vulnerable road users 

 
6.3 The national speed limit in urban areas is currently 30mph. 
 
6.4 Highway authorities are encouraged to consider any new speed limits 

or modifications to existing limits on an individual case-by-case basis. 
 
6.5 WAG encourages and supports 20mph speed limits and zones at 

appropriate locations. 20mph limits may even be introduced on trunk 
roads in exceptional circumstances, generally over short lengths or for 
limited times of the day. 

 
6.6 40mph speed limits may be used where the highway features provide 

suitable facilities to accommodate the movements of all road users who 
normally use that length of road. 40mph speed limits will tend to be 



located on generally higher quality suburban roads or those on the 
outskirts of towns and villages where there is limited development. 

 
6.7 50mph speed limits can be implemented on urban dual carriageways, 

radial routes or bypasses where the road environment and 
characteristics are appropriate. Generally vulnerable road users will not 
use or seek to cross these routes. 

 
7. Section 6 – Speed Limits in Rural Areas 
 
7.1 The current national speed limit on rural single carriageway roads is 

60mph and a limit of 70mph applies on rural dual carriageways. 
 
7.2 40 and 50mph speed limits may be used where appropriate, and the 

speed limit in rural towns and villages should generally be 30mph. 
Highway authorities should, however, consider each location on a 
case-by-case basis. 

 
7.3 Highway authorities are encouraged to adopt the Institution of 

Highways and Transportation’s Rural Safety Management Guidelines. 
 
7.4 Speed Limits should be appropriate for the nature of the road and its 

use by all types of road user. Factors that should be considered include 
its strategic importance, the appropriateness of the current  speed limit, 
the numbers and types of collisions, if it has a local access or 
recreational function and if it passes through or severs a local 
community. In addition, its geometry, the topography of the area and its 
use by vehicles and vulnerable road users should also be considered. 

 
7.5 The TRL Speed Assessment Framework may be used in borderline 

cases where the choice of the appropriate speed limit is not clear, or 
for those roads with high collision rates. 

 
 
7.6 Generally the minimum length of a speed limit should be 600metres. 

Highway Authorities may, however, lower this to 400 metres, and in 
exceptional circumstances, to 300 metres. 

 
8 Relevance of guidelines to Petitions 
 
8.1 P-03-220 – Lower the speed limit on the A40 near Abergavenny and P-

03-240-Improvements to the A40 in Llanddewi Velfrey. 
 
8.2 The A 40 is a trunk road and as such the Welsh Assembly Government 

who are a Highway Authority are directly responsible for setting local 
speed limits. 

 
8.3 The Guidance makes it clear that it is directed to Highway Authorities 

(which would cover WAG) and is to be used for setting all local speed 



limits on trunk and county roads, whether single or dual carriageways 
in both urban and rural areas. 

 
8.4 As a Highway Authority, WAG will have to review the speed limits on 

their relevant roads and implement any necessary changes, by 31st 
December 2014 in accordance with the guidance. 

 
8.5  The relevant parts of the guidance are contained in Sections 2 - 6 and 

have been highlighted in the note. 
 
National Assembly for Wales 
Legal Advisers 
November 2009 
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