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Overview of presentation (300 word maximum) 
Include details of topic scope, key findings, and any issues for discussion or further investigation 
New Zealand is currently reviewing its procedures for setting speed limits as part of the “Safer Speeds” component 
of the national road safety strategy. A big topic for discussion is the planned greater use of speeds limits below the 
standard 100 km/h rural or “open speed” limit. Many people (including politicians, transport practitioners, and the 
general public) remain sceptical that reductions in the posted limit alone can have much effect on driver speeds 
and safety outcomes. 
Fortunately, New Zealand has two past case studies from which to draw conclusions on this matter. Firstly, in 
1973, the open speed limit was reduced from 55mph (88 km/h) to 50 mph (80 km/h), largely as a fuel conservation 
measure. Then in 1985, the 80 km/h open speed limit was raised to 100 km/h, partly to reflect prevailing operating 
speeds. In both cases, vehicle speeds and crash data were able to be monitored before and after these changes 
(as well as other trends in NZ transport) to determine any effects resulting from the open speed limit changes. Raw 
data indicates that speed and crash statistics decreased after the speed limit decreased and vice versa, but 
inferring conclusions from this is not so straightforward. 
This paper draws on earlier studies of these NZ speed limit changes and re-analyses the findings in light of more 
recent research. The relationships between speed limits, road environments and speed compliance are compared 
with observed speed behaviour. The analysis also considers the safety effects of speed and assesses whether the 
observed changes in crashes, injuries and fatalities followed research findings elsewhere. Finally, the paper will 
reflect on the likely implications of these findings on future changes to rural speed limits. 
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