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Review of Speed Limits

Dear Minister,

I am writing on behalf of the UK Metric Association (UKMA) in response to the 
publication by the Department for Transport of new guidance to assist local authorities 
in the setting of local speed limits (DfT press release – 7 August 2006).

We note that the new guidance requests that Traffic Authorities review the speed limits 
on all their A and B roads and implement any changes by 2011.

Summary

UKMA urges the Department for Transport to grasp the opportunity, that a review of 
rural speed limits presents, by combining the review with an upgrade to metric (km/h) 
speed limits.

We propose this course of action for two main reasons:

 Combining the speed limit review with the changeover to metric will prevent the 
cost of changing speed limit signs twice. All those signs that will be changed in the 
review, would have to be changed a second time if the metric changeover takes 
place after the review.

 Metric (km/h) speed limits will provide Traffic Authorities with a more versatile range
of speed restrictions, and will enable speed limits to be more finely tuned to the 
circumstances of individual roads.
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Fine Tuning of Speed Limits using km/h

To set a speed limit in the range from 30 to 70 km/h (19 to 43 mph), a Traffic Authority 
would be presented with a choice of five km/h options, whereas there are only three 
options using current mph speed limits.

Again, in the range from 70 to 120 km/h (43 to 74 mph), there would be a choice of six 
km/h options, whereas there are only three mph options.
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Further Justification for the Change to km/h Speed Limits

 Under Directive 89/617/EEC the UK Government has an obligation to convert the 
UK’s road signs from imperial to metric at a future date (that has yet to be fixed). 
This means that speed limits will at some point be changed from miles per hour 
(mph) to kilometres per hour (km/h).

 Apart from the USA, the UK is the only country that has yet to upgrade to the metric
system for units of measurement on road signs. Metric speed limits (km/h) are 
already used by 94% of the World's population (including all the Commonwealth 
countries).

 Following the metrication of the Republic of Ireland's speed limits in 2005, the UK 
now has a land border with a country with speed limits in km/h. It would make 
sense for speed limits to be set in the same units across the whole of the island of 
Ireland.

 The Republic of Ireland took advantage of their changeover to metric road signs to 
undertake a major review of speed limits. Savings were undoubtedly made by 
combining these two processes.

 Unlike the case in 1973, when speed limits were originally scheduled to be 
upgraded to kilometres per hour, practically every motor vehicle on the road in the 
UK now has a speedometer that is capable of displaying vehicle speed in 
kilometres per hour (km/h).

 The conversion of the UK’s speed limits to km/h will finally enable car 
manufacturers to adopt the use of clear single unit speedometer displays, that are 
already enjoyed by drivers in most of the rest of the world.

 Everyone under the age of 45 has been taught using metric throughout their school
lives. The continued delay of the introduction of speed limits consistent with the 
measurement system taught in schools is doing our citizens a disservice.

 The continued use of mph speed limits is denying people the opportunity to 
familiarise themselves with a system that they have to use when driving outside the
UK.
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About UKMA 

The UK Metric Association (UKMA) is an independent, non-party political, single issue 
organisation which advocates the full adoption of the international metric system 
(“Système International” - SI) for all official, trade, legal, contractual and other purposes
in the United Kingdom as soon as practicable. UKMA is financed entirely by 
membership subscriptions and personal donations.

Background

Government policy for over 40 years has been to promote the use of the metric system 
(SI) for an increasing range of purposes. Indeed, as a result of the Units of 
Measurement Regulations 1986 (SI 1986, No. 1082) as amended, the metric system is 
now the primary system of units of measurement permitted to be used for most official 
and legal purposes in the UK (subject to certain derogations contained in Directive 
89/617/EEC (as amended) regarding the temporary retention of imperial units for 
speed and distance on road signage).

The reasons for the Government's policy of promoting the metric system as the primary
(and eventually the only) system of weights and measures have been set out 
repeatedly over many years in official reports and White Papers such as those listed in 
Appendix B. We will not rehearse these reasons here except to reiterate that a single 
system of measurement units is essential to clear communication, children’s education,
and safety on the roads. The continued and indefinite retention of two incompatible 
systems of measurement is contrary to the national interest. However, the objective of 
persuading the general public to adapt to the primary or exclusive use of the metric 
system has been hindered to a large extent by the continued use of obsolete units of 
measurement on our road signs.

Finally

We would point out that the changeover to metric road signs should not be viewed 
solely as a transport or road safety issue. It is also a weights and measures issue. 
The adoption of one consistent set of units of measurement across all areas of 
public life, will remove the need for people to keep switching between incompatible 
measurement systems. For this reason we would expect that the cost of converting 
road signs to metric should not be borne solely by the budget of the DfT.

A copy of this letter has been e-mailed to you for your convenience.

For more on the case for converting the UK’s road signs to metric units, we 
recommend our report “Metric Signs Ahead”.

Thanking you for your kind attention.

Yours faithfully

Secretary
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Appendix A: Official reports and White Papers advocating the primary or 
exclusive use of the metric system in the UK

Select Committee appointed to consider the practicality of adopting a simple and 
uniform system of weights and measures (1862) Report Parliamentary Paper

Select Committee appointed to enquire into whether any and what changes in the 
present system of weights and measures should be adopted (1895) Report 
Parliamentary Paper

Committee on Weights and Measures Legislation (Hodgson Committee) (1951)
Report Cmd 8219 HMSO

Committee on Consumer Protection (1962) Final Report Board of Trade

Standing Joint Committee on Metrication (1968) Change to the metric system in the 
United Kingdom HMSO

Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) (1972) Metrication Cmnd 4880 HMSO

Department of Prices and Consumer Protection (1977) Metrication HMSO

Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) (1995) Guidance Note on the use of Metric 
Units of Measurement by the Public Sector DTI

Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) (1999) The adoption of the International 
System of Units as the primary system of measurement in the United Kingdom DTI

Appendix B: Reports by the UK Metric Association (UKMA)

Metric Signs Ahead (UKMA) (2005) The case for converting road signs to metric units
ISBN: 978-0-9552351-0-8

A Very British Mess (UKMA) (2004) A response to the National Standardisation 
Strategic Framework
ISBN: 978-0-7503101-4-7
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