Taking Dangerous Pictures
The use of speed cameras is justified on the grounds that, since ‘speed kills’, anything that will discourage drivers from speeding must be a good thing. However, the belief that speed in itself is a significant problem needs examination. Excessive speed is found to be a contributory cause in only 10% of accidents. Included in this 10% are accidents caused by drivers who have no regard for speed limits, such as ‘joy-riders’. Furthermore, evidence from Canada shows that two-thirds of the 10% of speed-related accidents occurred when the driver was actually below the speed limit, although driving too fast for the road conditions at the time. Clearly, speed in itself is not a significant problem.

Modern cars and increasingly good roads make speed limits as such largely unjustifiable. Good drivers can be trusted to drive at appropriate speeds, knowing that their cars with very effective braking systems and sophisticated safety systems will protect them from danger. There are many safe roads in the UK, roads designed for a lot of fast-moving traffic. They have low accident rates, yet there are 73 speed cameras on the fifty safest stretches of road in Britain, and only 18 on the fifty most dangerous. Why? Because drivers are more likely to break speed limits on safe roads. So these cameras will generate more money in fines.

It is not as if the cameras deter people from speeding. In 2001, there were 1 million offenders caught on camera; in 2002, 1.5 million; in 2003, 2 million; in 2004, it is estimated that there will be 3 million offences.

So, apart from increasing government revenue (each offence is fined £60), what do the cameras achieve? Significantly, they do not lead to a reduction in road deaths. From 1950 to 1993, there was a steady reduction in road deaths. But from 1994, there has not been this annual reduction. Given the introduction of speed cameras during the last ten years, we would have expected to see a greater than usual reduction, not its disappearance.

The only police chief in the country who has refused to use speed cameras is that of County Durham. He uses traffic patrols instead and can boast an accident rate which is 34% below the national average. This issue of the use of traffic patrols rather than speed cameras is an important one. Speed cameras do not register incidents of dangerous driving; speed cameras do not catch drink-drivers. The traffic patrols — which do — will make a much greater contribution to road safety.

48% of motorists say that they would never report anyone for vandalising a speed camera. This statistic shows the strength of public hostility to this ill-judged experiment. Before speed cameras were introduced, Britain’s roads were the safest in Europe. Now they’re not. The blame is put on various things. The use of mobile phones whilst driving is one of them. But it cannot be the explanation. Very few deaths have been linked to mobile phones in this country, and why have Germany and France not seen a similar effect on their fatal accident rate? (And mobile phones have been around since the 1980s.) Other factors (such as ‘boy racers’) have been suggested, but none can explain the post-1993 increase in the number of fatal road accidents. Except something that fits the timescale exactly: speed cameras.

Drivers who are constantly having to worry about whether they are going to be caught by a speed camera are going to be distracted from concentrating on safe driving. In addition, driver concentration falls when driving at lower speeds, because drivers tend to think there are fewer risks. It is clear that, for the sake of road safety, this experiment in photographic policing should be abandoned immediately.
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Identify two reasons the author uses to support their conclusion. 
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 In the first paragraph the author argues that ‘speed in itself is not a significant problem’. Give two ways in which the author’s reasoning for this position is strong. 
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(a) In paragraph 2 the author uses evidence showing that there are more speed cameras on safer roads rather than on dangerous roads. The author sees the explanation in terms of catching more people speeding. What other explanation might there be? 
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(b) In paragraph 3 the author uses evidence of the number of offenders caught by speed cameras to argue that the cameras do not deter people from speeding. What must the author assume in using this evidence for this purpose? 
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(a) In paragraph 5, evidence of the accident rate in County Durham is used as part of the argument against speed cameras. What assumption must the author make about this evidence in order to use it in this way? 
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(b) If the author were to provide a definition of ‘dangerous driving’ as the term is used in paragraph 5, what must they exclude from it? 
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Give two weaknesses in the way the author argues in Paragraph 6 that mobile phones cannot be the cause of Britain’s roads no longer being ‘the safest in Europe’. 
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 The author concludes that ‘for the sake of road safety’, speed cameras should no longer be used. Give two ways in which the author supports their claim that the cameras reduce road safety. 
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