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The appropriate law underpinning the 20mph speed limits is the Road Traffic Regulation Act 
(RTRA), 19842, which was amended in 1999 to allow local authorities to designate 20 mph 
speed limits without the prior approval of the Secretary of State3.  Two distinct types of 20 
mph speed limit were made possible:  
 

• 20 mph limits indicated by speed limit (and repeater) signs only (signed only limits); 
and 

• 20 mph zones, designed to be ‘self-enforcing’ through the introduction of traffic 
calming measures (e.g. speed humps, chicanes). 
 

In order to ensure that 20 mph limits and speed limit zones are legally implemented and 
enforceable, a speed limit order must be made.  In Scotland, local authorities should use the 
Local Authorities Traffic Orders (Procedure) (Scotland) Regulations 19994.  These 1999 
Regulations prescribe the procedure to be followed by Local Traffic Authorities (LTAs). 
Transport Regulation Orders (TRO) can be introduced by LTAs for a number of reasons, for 
example to ease congestion and promote traffic flow.  It would appear that the aim of the 
TRO for Edinburgh’s 20 mph speed limits was to reduce the risk of accidents, the number of 
fatalities and vehicle speed.  There was no specific mention to any of the environmental 
considerations you mentioned, such as pollution, environmental damage and climate change 
mitigation. 
 
In addition there are a number of national and local policies, strategies and actions plans 
delivering on 20mph speed limits including: 
 

• Scottish Government - Good Practice Guide on 20 mph Speed Restrictions5 
• Scottish Government - Road Safety Framework 20306 
• Cycling Action Plan for Scotland (CAPS) (2017-2020)7 
• A long term vision for active travel in Scotland 20308 
• City of Edinburgh Council - Local Transport Strategy 2014-199 

 
Although environmental impacts such as reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, air 
pollution and the establishment of a green transport network feature in these, they do not 
appear to be the main policy drivers for the 20 mph speed limit interventions. 
 
Following on from this point, it is apparent that conflicting views still exist within published 
scientific studies relating to the introduction of 20 mph speed limits, and the effects these 
have on vehicle emissions and local air pollutant levels.  For example, a Bristol study10 
reports “a smoothing of driving style and cutting out of the acceleration phase from 20 mph 
to 30 mph is considered to be beneficial for emissions of harmful pollutants”.  Whilst 

 
2 Road Traffic Regulation Act 1984 (legislation.gov.uk) 
3 The Road Traffic Regulation Act 1984 (Amendment) Order 1999 (legislation.gov.uk) 
4 The Local Authorities' Traffic Orders (Procedure) (Scotland) Regulations 1999 (legislation.gov.uk) 
5 https://www.transport.gov.scot/media/38640/20-mph-good-practice-guide-update-version-2-28-june-2016.pdf 
6 https://www.transport.gov.scot/media/49893/scotlands-road-safety-framework-to-2030.pdf 
7 https://www.transport.gov.scot/media/10311/transport-scotland-policy-cycling-action-plan-for-scotland-january-2017.pdf 
8 https://www.transport.gov.scot/media/33649/long-term-vison-for-active-travel-in-scotland-2030.pdf 
9 Local transport strategy 2014 - 2019 – The City of Edinburgh Council 
10 The Bristol Twenty Miles Per Hour Limit Evaluation (BRITE) Study (worktribe.com) 
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research conducted by Imperial College11 (London) concludes that “Nitogen Oxides (NOx2) 
emission factors are higher for petrol vehicles over 20 mph compared to 30 mph drive 
cycles; for diesel vehicles they are lower”.   
 
Arguably the relationship between vehicle speed and air quality is complex and emission 
levels will vary according to the interplay of various factors such as driving style, road 
camber/surface, congestion levels and vehicle type.  Therefore, in my view, it would be 
incorrect to assume that 20 mph speed restrictions would inevitably result in improvements 
to ambient local air quality, and any assessment of environmental change or impact relating 
to a 10 mph reduction in vehicle speed (from 30 to 20 mph) in isolation would be almost 
impossible to measure at a local scale. 
 
Enforcement of the 20mph speed limit 
 
The enforcement of the 20 mph speed limits appears to fall on the responsibility of both 
LTAs and the Police.  However, the overall intention is that these lower limits should be 
reasonably self-enforcing through the use of repeater signs and road markings to increase 
driver awareness, and if needed through other physical measures such as speed roundels 
and traffic calming features12.   
 
In January 2015, the Scottish Government published their Good Practice Guide in relation to 
the setting of 20 mph speed restrictions (2016)5. The document aims to provide greater 
clarity on the options available to local authorities in setting 20 mph speed restrictions 
throughout Scotland.  In paragraph 40 of this document, it states that “Any decision to lower 
the speed limit to 20 mph should seek to avoid the need for extensive police enforcement, as 
20 mph limits will not be routinely enforced, unless it is absolutely necessary and in the 
interest of casualty reduction. The only exception to this is the  enforcement of 20 mph 
speed limits outside schools, which takes place on a regular basis”. 
 
The guide further recommends that to ensure compliance with the new lower limit local 
authorities must ensure speed limits meet the legislative process and the requirements of the 
Traffic Signs Regulations and General Directions (TSRGD) 201613  and that they are signed 
correctly and consistently. It is important to note that the 20 mph Good Practice Guide is 
intended as guidance only. 
 
In addition to the above guidance, Section 6.3 of CEC’ Local Transport Strategy9 also makes 
reference to the requirement of effective enforcement of the 20 mph speed limits to achieve 
targets for improved road safety, stating: “The Council will work with Police Scotland to help 
achieve this through the Road Safety Forum to seek means of addressing enforcement 
issues which may arise as 20 mph speed limit areas are rolled out”. 
 
  

 
11 An evaluation of the impacts of on vehicle emissions of a 20mph speed restriction in London (edinburgh.gov.uk) 
12 The Traffic Sign Regulations and General Directions 2016 - DfT Circular (publishing.service.gov.uk) 
13 https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2016/362/pdfs/uksi 20160362 en.pdf 






