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A report by the League of American Bicyclists

 
Setting Speed Limits for Health and Safety
High speeds on roadways are a public health issue because they contribute to injury 

severity or death in roadway crashes1 and discourage people from using public 

spaces, including roads, for walking, biking, and other physical activities.2 Lower speed 

limits can lead to better health outcomes, by preventing or reducing serious crashes 

and fatalities,3 and by encouraging more people to use physically active modes 

of transportation, such as walking and biking.4 For these reasons, lower speeds in 

communities are recommended by public health authorities such as the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention,5 World Health Organization,6 and many others.7 

To help improve public health and safety on our nation’s roadways, an understanding 

of how speed limits are currently set, as well as the health and safety implications of 

those speed limits, is important. According to a technical report by Health Resources 

in Action, policy and regulatory changes — like speed limits — are “necessary 

prerequisites to implementing engineering and enforcement interventions that impact 

speed and environmental conditions and result in improved population health.”8

The Purpose of This Report

This mini-report on setting speed limits shows the current framework for speed limit 

policies through a review of state laws that set speed limits. It is designed to help 

inform conversations on how lowering speed limits can help save lives and encourage 

physically active modes of transportation, such as walking and biking. Readers can use 

the information provided to identify opportunities that may exist to lower speed limits 

to ones that are safer for all roadway users.

http://bikeleague.org
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Appropriate speed limits support activity-friendly  
routes to everyday destinations

Access to safe places for physical activity, such as parks, safe streets, connected sidewalks and 

bike lanes, trails, and greenways, is important for physical activity and being physically active 

is one of the most important ways people of all ages and abilities can improve their health.9 

Designing communities to provide access to these places for everyone helps increase physical 

activity.10 That’s why included design for and access to safe places for physical activity are 

among the strategies of the Active People, Healthy NationSM Initiative, an initiative led by the 

CDC to help 27 million Americans become more physically active by 2027.

Activity-friendly routes to everyday destinations are routes that “include pedestrian, bicycle, and public transit 

transportation systems that offer a direct and convenient connection11” to places where people go frequently 

such as schools, workplaces, community centers, restaurants, and parks.  Speed management with all road users 

in mind, including pedestrians and cyclists, is an important factor to consider when designing communities to 

support health and safety. Making it “easy for people to bike by providing buffered and protected bicycle lanes, 

separated bike paths, and networks of low-speed, low-volume bicycle-safe streets” is one design tenet the CDC’s 

Active People, Healthy NationSM initiative recommends for transportation professionals looking to support 

physical activity in their communities.12 

High vehicle speeds on roadways have been found to both create safety risks and to discourage people from 

biking and walking. According to a 2022 study, “[n]early 25% of US adults reported that traffic is a barrier 

to walking where they live [and of those who reported traffic as a barrier], 79% selected vehicle speed as a 

contributing traffic characteristic.”13 According to data from the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration 

(NHTSA), motorists driving “too fast” was the most frequently reported threatening action for people walking 

and the second most frequently reported threatening action for bicyclists.14 According to a CDC survey, only 

33.5% of respondents reported that “It is safe to walk in my neighborhood because many drivers follow the 

posted speed limits.”15

What is an appropriate speed for an  
activity-friendly route?

An appropriate speed for an activity-friendly route to an everyday 
destination is based on providing safety for all road users, including 
people biking and walking. Slower speeds ensure safety by reducing 
physical forces in a crash and providing a more robust ability to avoid 
crashes due to reaction, braking, and other factors. On routes with higher 
speeds, infrastructure and other countermeasures may mitigate the 
increased physical forces in a crash or substitute for the factors that allow 
people to avoid crashes more easily at lower speeds.

According to the World Health Organization and the more than 100 
countries that signed the Stockholm Declaration on Road Safety in 2020,16 
when people and vehicles mix in a frequent and planned manner, speeds 
should be managed to achieve a maximum of 20 mph, unless strong 
evidence exists that higher speeds are safe. It is important to note that in 
countries that have operationalized this goal, it is achieved by roadway 
design changes that reduce speeds along with lower speed limit signs.17 
The review of speed limits in this report assesses current state law 
support for 20 mph speed limits.

http://bikeleague.org
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Speed limits are primarily a matter of state policy rather than national or local policy.  

State laws related to speed limits typically: 

	» Set the lower and upper boundaries of speed limits, 

	» Establish default speed limits for certain types of roadways, and 

	» Specify how localities can change speed limits, often while reserving state authority  

over traffic studies used for determining speed limits. 

States typically answer the question of “what is an appropriate speed limit” in one of two ways:

	» 1) Traffic studies conducted by traffic engineers, or

	» 2) Statutes or ordinances enacted by elected officials.

In many states, traffic studies have historically relied on observing the current speed choices of drivers to set speed 

limits. This deference to driver speed choice is stated by one state Department of Transportation as “based upon 

the nationally accepted principle that the majority of drivers are cautious, prudent and drive at speeds that are 

reasonable and proper, regardless of the posted speed limit.”18 In response to criticism of the historic approach 

to speed limit traffic studies, the most recent Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices (MUTCD) removed 

requirements to consider current driver speed choice and instead requires the consideration of roadway context.19

Statutes and ordinances rely on the policy and political judgment of elected officials based on their representation 

of constituents. Statutes typically set speed limits for certain types of roads or contexts, and provide a modification 

process that typically requires a traffic study. According to USDOT, “[t]he MUTCD does not preclude States or localities 

from passing laws to set statutory speed limits.”20

THE BOTTOM LINE:  Most state laws currently set speed limits higher than 20 mph and do not provide a clear 

legal procedure for local communities who may want to implement roadway design changes that reduce speeds 

along with lower speed limit signs. State laws often restrict the ability of local communities to manage speeds without 

time-consuming and costly studies that are required to consider current driver speed choices but which don’t have to 

consider traffic injuries and fatalities.21 

Reference to Statutory Speed Limits In This Report

This resource looks at speed limits set by state laws, which we will refer to as statutory speed limits, because they are 

more readily available than other speed limit-related data and reflect policymaker choices about speed limits in the 

United States. 

Types Of Places That Hold Promise for Enabling 20 Mph Speed Limits

Business, urban, and residential district statutory speed limits hold promise for enabling 20 mph speed limits. 

Currently, these district-based statutory speed limits often create default speed limits at 25 mph or above. However, 

they also provide a statute-based authority to implement speed limits without a traffic study that may provide an 

opportunity for jurisdictions to pursue lower speed limits to increase safety. Local jurisdictions may use existing 

district-based authority to lower speed limits where traffic studies have raised speed limits in the past and state 

lawmakers may consider using these frameworks to clearly provide for proactively designing and signing streets for 

20 mph speed limits.

http://bikeleague.org
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Background

The United States has recognized the need to manage travel speeds to improve traffic safety. 

In the National Roadway Safety Strategy published by the US Department of Transportation 

in 2022, one of five objectives is identified as “Safer Speeds.”22 Twenty miles per hour (mph) 

speed limits can be promoted for public health and safety because they help make vehicle 

crashes less common and when vehicle crashes occur at speeds of 20 mph or less then they 

are more likely to be survivable. According to data from the AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety, 

a person hit by a motor vehicle traveling 20 mph has at least a 90% chance of survival.23 This 

high chance of survival makes slower speeds safer.

According to the U.S. Department of Transportation (USDOT), “The primary reason for regulating individual speed 

choices is the significant risks drivers can impose on others.”24 Individual speed choices can be managed in a variety of 

ways, including posted and unposted speed limits, physical infrastructure designed to limit or encourage certain speed 

choices, technology that aids drivers in complying with speed limits, enforcement that punishes people for violating 

speed limits, and education that creates a cultural norm of speed choice. Regardless of the method(s) chosen, risk 

is a key factor for understanding the need for managing individual speed choices. Statutory speed limits reflect how 

elected officials choose an appropriate level of risk for drivers to expose others to in different conditions, and these 

choices create the context for how compliance with those speed limits may be best achieved.

https://www.transportation.gov/NRSS/SaferSpeeds from AAA Foundation for Traffic Safety,  
Impact Speed and a Pedestrian’s Risk of Severe Injury or Death

http://bikeleague.org
https://www.transportation.gov/NRSS/SaferSpeeds
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Setting speed limits based on the risk of injury in a crash is different from the traditional approach of setting speed 

limits based on prevailing driver speed choices. Rather than relying on the “principle that the majority of drivers 

are cautious, prudent and drive at speeds that are reasonable and proper, regardless of the posted speed limit”25 

risk-based speed limit setting uses physics to control crash forces. This risk-based approach may also be called 

an injury minimization or Safe System Approach.26 According to a 2019 study by the AAA Foundation for Traffic 

Safety, practitioners were 11 times more likely to use prevailing driver speed choices when setting speed limits than 

injury severity studies.27

While the physics of an individual crash can depend on a variety of factors, the basic equation is that force is 

a product of mass and acceleration. Speed typically governs acceleration as people and vehicles experience 

acceleration forces relative to the speed that they were traveling before the collision. Mass is beyond the scope 

of this document, but has increased in recent years. According to the Environmental Protection Agency’s 2023 

Vehicle Trends report, vehicle weights are at a record high with an average vehicle weight of 4,303 pounds.28

Speed vs. Speeding

Vehicle speed and the behavior 
of speeding (e.g. driving above 
the legal speed limit) is often 
conflated in discussions of 
traffic safety. There is often an 
assumption that the legal speed 
limit of any given road has been 
determined based on safety, and 
therefore abiding by the existing 
legal speed limit should be 
enough to keep all roadway users 
safe. However, crash survivability 
depends only on a drivers’ 
vehicle speed – not whether they 
were obeying the posted speed 
limit. According to AAA data, a 
person hit by a vehicle traveling 
at 32 mph has a 25% risk of 
death.29 This is true whether 
the speed limit is 30 mph and 
the driver is slightly speeding 
or whether the speed limit is 35 
mph and they are actually driving 
below the legal speed limit. This 
resource addresses speed limits 
rather than speeding.

http://bikeleague.org
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Benchmarking Speed Limits

Ideally, it would be possible to identify the prevalence of 20 mph speed limits through 

publicly available data on posted and unposted speed limits for all public roads in each 

state. Unfortunately, publicly available data on speed limits is not available at a national 

level. According to the Federal Highway Administration’s Model Inventory of Roadway 

Elements30, speed limits are included in three important data products: the Highway 

Performance Monitoring System,31 the Strategic Highway Research Program 2 Roadway 

Information Database,32 and the Highway Safety Manual,33 but none of these data products 

produce data on speed limits that allows comparisons between states or localities.

Without data on existing speed limits, it is difficult to say how common 20 mph speed limits are in the United 

States. Without data it is also difficult to understand the contexts in which higher speed limits may exist. For 

example, if higher speed limits are accompanied by appropriate safe infrastructure such as protected bicycle and 

pedestrian facilities that can better protect people using higher speed roadways, then those higher speeds may be 

appropriate because their risk has been mitigated. Two examples highlighted below suggest that 20 mph speed 

limits are likely uncommon.

The state of Virginia is one of five states where the state owns most of the public road miles in the state.34 

Specifically in urban areas, where biking and walking is more common, the state owns 48.5 percent of public road 

miles.35 According to data from the Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT), while over 6,000 miles of VDOT 

roadway have 25 mph speed limits, the default speed limit set by state law for business and residence districts, 

fewer than ten miles have 20 mph speed limits.36 These data may be illustrative of default speed limits functioning 

as minimum speed limits in most circumstances.

http://bikeleague.org
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A recent report by the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA)37 discussed how New Zealand recently applied a new 

framework of default 30 kilometer per hour [~20 mph] speeds as safe and appropriate for areas where people and 

vehicles are planned to mix. According to the report, prior to the new framework “the default speed limit in New 

Zealand is 100km/h [~60 mph] on rural roads and 50km/h [~30 mph] on urban streets.” 

Similar default speeds can be found  in many states across the United States. Upon review of New Zealand’s roadway 

network under the new 30 km/h framework, the national agency estimated that “over 90 percent of roads and 

streets currently has speed limits that are too high to be considered ‘safe and appropriate.’” While states may have 

different built environments from each other and from New Zealand, it may be likely that a similar re-examination of 

speed limits in states would find similar results about “too high” speed limits under a 20 mph speed limits framework.

In the absence of data on actual speed limits in the United States, default speed limits set by state law may provide 

insight on the prevalence of 20 mph speed limits. The last review of speed limit laws by the NHTSA was completed 

over a decade ago in 2012.38 When discussing speed limit laws, this resource uses the term “statutory speed limits” 

which NHTSA defines as “one specifically provided for under a State’s traffic code [which] may vary by highway type 

(e.g., interstate) or by location (e.g., urban district) [and] may or may not require[d to] be posted.39”  

THE BOTTOM LINE:  Based on a review of all 50 states for this report, statutory speed limits suggest that 

20 mph speed limits are rare in the United States and that the number of statutes that provide for 20 mph speed 

limits has not significantly changed over the last decade. Data systems do not currently support reporting on the 

existence or extent of 20 mph speed limits in all states, so statutory speed limits provide the best benchmark for their 

prevalence in the United States at this time and can be monitored for changes that support increased prevalence.

.

 

http://bikeleague.org
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Types of Statutory Speed Limits for Slower Speeds

Statutory speed limits are speed limits set by state law. They can set minimum speed limits 

or maximum speed limits. State laws also provide the framework for how to alter speed limits 

and may impose burdens for raising or lowering speed limits. On average, states have more 

than five types of speed limits created by state law, although there can be a great variance. 

For instance, six states have zero statutory speed limits while Ohio, Michigan, and Wisconsin 

each have more than ten types.40 

There are generally four types of statutory speed limits that may provide for 20 mph speed limits:

	» Urban/Business Districts – Four states currently set urban or business district speed limits at 20 mph.

	» Residential districts - More than half of states specify residential districts, but no state currently provides for a 

default speed limit of 20 mph in residential districts. Several enable 20 mph speed limits in certain residential 

district contexts.41

	» School Zones – Twenty-five states set school zone speed limits at 20 mph or less.

	» Alleys and Park roads – Ten states set speed limits for alleys at less than 20 mph and two states set speed limits 

for roads in parks at 20 mph or less.

Statutory speed limits often function as minimum speed limits for both the setting of speed limits and the design 

speed chosen by traffic engineers when designing a road. Speed limits are imposed in the initial design and creation 

of a roadway and re-evaluated over time, with the most common method of re-evaluation in the United States 

involving a review of current operating speeds as a primary consideration.42 According to National Cooperative 

Highway Research Program Report 504, the three most common approaches for deciding on a design speed for a 

roadway are functional classification, legal speed limit, and legal speed limit plus 5 or 10 mph.43 

Choosing a higher design speed tends to lead to higher operating speeds, and the use of operating speeds to set 

speed limits has been found to increase speed limits over time.44 These practices mean that in most cases roads will 

be designed for speeds equal to or higher than the lowest statutory speed limit and speed limits may be adjusted 

higher over time based on operating speeds. For these reasons, changing statutory speed limits may be a necessary, 

if not fully sufficient, step in creating roads where drivers naturally choose to drive at slower safer speeds that impose 

less risk on people biking and walking.

Many state laws that enable and/or set 20 mph speed limits tend to be limited in time and place rather than broadly 

applicable to public roads. For example, school zones are the most common place where 20 mph speed limits are 

enabled by state law. Even these speed limits are often limited to certain hours or to within only a few hundred feet 

adjacent to school grounds. Alleys and park roads also have strict limitations that prevent their broader application. 

Of the types of statutory speed limits that currently provide for 20 mph speed limits, urban or business district 

speed limits provide the most widely applicable policy tool for achieving 20 mph speed limits in large sections of 

a community. According to the most recent version of the Uniform Vehicle Code (UVC), an urban district is “the 

territory contiguous to and including any street which is built up with structures devoted to business, industry or 

dwelling houses situated at intervals of less than 100 feet for a distance of a quarter of a mile or more.45”

The UVC was an entirely voluntary document created by a private organization that ceased operations in the early 

2000s and there is no current effort to create a new version, but occasional efforts to update sections take place 

under the National Committee on Uniform Traffic Control Devices.46 The UVC will be discussed in this resource to 

provide background information and because it was influential in many states during its publication.

http://bikeleague.org
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Speed Limits for Slower Speeds:  
Urban or Business District Speed Limits

Urban and business district speed limits were recommended by the UVC starting in the 1920s, 

with an initial recommended speed limit of 20 mph. After several revisions between 1926 

and 1956, business districts were eliminated and the UVC recommended urban districts have 

speed limits of 30 mph in 1956. That recommendation was unchanged until the last published 

UVC. In preparing this report, no studies, meeting notes, or other historical documents were 

found related to the justification for that recommendation.

As of January 2023, only four states use these designated districts to enable 20 mph speed limits. It is unknown 

how many communities use the full extent of this statutory power to implement 20 mph speed limits in their urban 

and business districts. Statutory power for lower speed limits in urban districts can be a powerful tool for local 

governments, as it can allow slower safer speeds without the need for approval by the state DOT or a traffic study.47

Source: https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1GpddzCWma37qngRYWF0LRqYDpQWytkSnT4-YKpOvS0I/edit?usp=sharing 

http://bikeleague.org
https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/GpwYF/2
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1GpddzCWma37qngRYWF0LRqYDpQWytkSnT4-YKpOvS0I/edit?usp=sharing
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Speed Limits for Slower Speeds:  
Residential District Speed Limits

Lower speed limits for residential districts were promoted by the UVC from 1926 until 1956, 

with an original recommended speed limit of 20 mph. They are less common than urban or 

business district speed limits and as of January 2023 no state sets the statutory speed limit 

for a residential district at or below 20 mph. 

Florida may come the closest by providing that “with respect to a residence district, a county or municipality may set 

a maximum speed limit of 20 or 25 miles per hour on local streets and highways after an investigation determines 

that such a limit is reasonable. It is not necessary to conduct a separate investigation for each residence district.48” This 

statutory power can be seen in the private development of the Villages, where county statutory power has been used to 

implement 20 mph speed limits within the private development.49 While 20 mph speed limits are currently not common 

for residential districts, a reinvigoration of this type of statutory speed limit may play a role in enabling 20 mph speed 

limits and encouraging more developers to opt for 20 mph speed limits in residential or mixed-use developments.

If legislators chose to lower residential district statutory speed limits to 20 mph, then they would likely have broad 

applicability. Pennsylvania’s definition is illustrative of the scope of this type of district and similar to the definition used 

by many other states: “The territory contiguous to and including a highway not comprising a business district when the 

property on the highway for a distance of 300 feet or more is in the main improved with residences or residences and 

buildings in use for business.”50 Single family residential subdivisions, streetcar suburbs, and mixed use urban areas may 

all be covered by this definition as it essentially asks for an observer to look up and down the block and see if the land 

use is residential or residential mixed with businesses.  

Source: https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1CLGbrXzMdVyrETJ61W6BTuMSBRLBFBxL9moQ38UY7eA/edit?usp=sharing 

http://bikeleague.org
https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/Xl2Km/3/
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1CLGbrXzMdVyrETJ61W6BTuMSBRLBFBxL9moQ38UY7eA/edit?usp=sharing
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Speed Limits for Slower Speeds:  
School Zone Speed Limits

School zone speed limits are often limited to the area adjacent to a school and limited to the 

hours that a school is in session or that students are coming or going from the school. For 

these reasons, they have limited use in changing public policy to broadly allow 20 mph speed 

limits to promote better public health. However, school zone speed limits are also often the 

lowest speed limits found in state law and a prominent example of public policy prioritizing 

lower speeds for public safety. 

Due to the limitations on time and place, school zone speed limits are most effective when integrated with proactive 

speed management that ensures a low differential between the school zone speed limit, the speed limit for the 

same road outside of school hours, and the speed limits of adjacent streets. Regardless of supporting infrastructure, 

a recent Minnesota Department of Transportation report found that school zone speed limits result in lower driver 

speeds and that speed limit compliance was highest when the difference between the school zone speed limit and 

speed limit at other times was low.51 In Seattle, after changes to state law allowed the city to implement 20 mph speed 

limits throughout non-arterial streets and 25 mph speed limits on arterial streets, many built environment changes 

were implemented in school zones to support 20 mph school zones.52 A proactive policy of lowering speed limits 

meant that there was a small or no difference between the school zone speed limit and the speed limit at other times 

of the day, making permanent built environment changes appropriate for the slower speed easier to justify. 

Source: https://mdl.mndot.gov/_flysystem/fedora/2023-02/trs2301.pdf 

http://bikeleague.org
https://www.datawrapper.de/_/USHL4/
https://mdl.mndot.gov/_flysystem/fedora/2023-02/trs2301.pdf
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As of January 2023, many states provide for a range of school zone speed limits that are relative to the posted speed 

limit at other times of the day. Without an associated speed management policy like Seattle’s that lowers speed limits 

to reduce the differential with school zones, these laws may serve to keep speed limits higher in school zones than 

otherwise allowed. 

Examples of this type of limitation include:

	» Restrictions on lowering the speed limit in a school zone more than 10 or 20 mph below the posted speed limit 

otherwise existing outside of school zone hours. 

	» For example, Georgia does not allow a school zone to be more than 20 mph below the posted speed limit that 

exists at other times, so a 45 mph speed limit can be lowered to no lower than 25 mph during the hours of a 

school zone speed limit.

	» Restrictions on lowering the speed limit in a school zone more than 10 or 15 mph below the 85th percentile speed 

observed on the roadway outside of school zone hours. 

	» For example, New York state does not allow a school zone speed limit to be more than 10 mph below the 85th 

percentile of the observed driver speeds on the roadway outside of school zone hours. If 15 percent of drivers 

are observed going 35 mph or more then the school zone speed limit cannot be lower than 25 mph regardless of 

whether drivers are breaking the law when observed going 35 mph or more.

http://bikeleague.org
https://www.seattle.gov/transportation/projects-and-programs/safety-first/vision-zero/speedlimits
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Speed Limits for Slower Speeds:  
Alleys and Parks

Alleys and parks tend to be very limited in scope, but can have some of the lowest 

statutory speed limits based on context.

Alley statutory speed limits are usually very slow because of the geometric constraints of the road type. There 

are seven states that provide for alley speed limits of 15 mph or less statewide, and three that provide alley speed 

limits of 15 mph for specific jurisdictions or urban contexts. Alley statutory speed limits are often limited to roads 

that are not through roads, may be only one lane, and which provide access to the rear or side of buildings.53 At 

least one state also requires local designation.54

Park road statutory speed limits vary somewhat widely in scope and speed limit. Several states, like Minnesota, 

Wisconsin, and Washington provide speed limits under 20 mph for certain areas with children or campers.55 Other 

states are more concerned with sprawling state parks and refuges.56 Some states, like Illinois, contemplate urban 

parks and park zones that are very similar to school zones, with similar restrictions.57

For both alley and park statutory speed limits, their restricted nature prevents them from being used to widely 

promote 20 mph speed limits as currently written.

http://bikeleague.org
https://www.datawrapper.de/_/HHq6T/
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Speed Limits for Slower Speeds:  
Explicit Preemption of Slower Speeds

While this discussion has focused on laws that create slow speed limits, the review of state 

laws also identified five states that explicitly do not allow 20 mph speed limits on public 

roads that are not subject to a school zone speed limit or other special circumstance. 

In these states, legislative changes would be needed before 20 mph speed limits could be 

used more broadly.

State laws that explicitly preempt 20 mph speed limits typically do so by:

	» Saying a speed limit in an urban district or similar district can be no less than 25 mph;

	» Saying a speed limit outside of an urban district or similar district can be no less than 25, 30, or 35 mph; or

	» Saying a speed limit in an urban district or similar district in a certain type of jurisdiction, like a county or 

municipality, can be no less than 25 mph.

Source: https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1o2BJ1IuTMQ5hqNCjCOl_2LfLANCJ9fE0jDRyMl9ipQU/edit?usp=sharing 

http://bikeleague.org
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1o2BJ1IuTMQ5hqNCjCOl_2LfLANCJ9fE0jDRyMl9ipQU/edit?usp=sharing
https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/6d2lQ/3/
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Most states do not have explicit legal barriers to 20 mph speed limits and can develop policies and procedures 

to enable more 20 mph streets under existing laws. However, there may be functional barriers to reducing 

speed limits to 20 mph when state laws do not provide for 20 mph speed limits. Functional barriers include 

requirements for traffic studies to justify reducing speed limits, which may be cost-prohibitive and add significant 

delays to roadways projects; requirements that speed limits are based on existing travel speeds, often called 

the “85th percentile rule;” requirements that a state rather than local agency administer the traffic study; and 

requirements that a state rather than local agency approve any speed limit reduction. Restrictions on lowering 

speed limits are usually justified by preserving the enforceability of a speed limit.

These functional barriers can be addressed by legislative changes or by administrative changes. Examples 

of recent legislative changes that reduced barriers to lower speed limits include:

	» Washington - where RCW 46.61.415 (3) provides that “Local authorities in their respective jurisdictions may 

establish a maximum speed limit of 20 miles per hour on a nonarterial highway or part of a nonarterial 

highway [which] does not need to be determined on the basis of an engineering and traffic investigation 

if the local authority has developed procedures regarding establishing a maximum speed limit under this 

subsection.”58

	» Minnesota - where 169.14 Subd. 5h. provides that “A city may establish speed limits for city streets under 

the city’s jurisdiction…without conducting an engineering and traffic investigation [if the city] develop[s] 

procedures to set speed limits based on the city’s safety, engineering, and traffic analysis.”59

	» California - where 2021’s AB 43 created a new type of district called a “business activity district” with special 

rules that provide that “Notwithstanding any other law, a local authority may, by ordinance, determine and 

declare a 25 or 20 miles per hour prima facie speed limit on a highway contiguous to a business activity 

district when posted with a sign that indicates a speed limit of 25 or 20 miles per hour.”60

Examples of recent administrative changes that reduced barriers to lower speed limits include:

	» Colorado - where the Colorado Department of Transportation recently announced changes to its speed 

management process “embracing a new technique that allows state traffic engineers to weigh other factors 

more heavily while setting speed limits on state-controlled roads and highways. Those include the road’s 

purpose, geometry and the number of pedestrians and cyclists who use it.”61

	» Minnesota - where the Minnesota Department of Transportation issued “Guidelines for Determining Speed 

Limits on Municipal Roadways” that lay out a process for reducing speed limits and implementing pedestrian 

and bicycle safety strategies, while acknowledging that the critique of the “85th percentile rule” related to its 

exclusion of biking and walking “is correct.”62 Several cities that used existing authority to lower speed limits 

to 20 mph are highlighted.

	» Massachusetts - where the Massachusetts Department of Transportation created a “Safe speeds: roadway 

treatment technical toolkit” that emphasizes establishing a target speed and choosing infrastructure 

treatments appropriate for achieving safety given that chosen target speed.63 Beyond just the potential 

for changing posted speed limits, the toolkit says “effective speed management requires a comprehensive 

plan that includes physical roadway features designed to control driving speeds.” While Massachusetts law 

currently prevents speed limits of 20 mph, a 2016 legislative change lowered urban speed limits from 30 

mph to 25 mph and has been reinforced by policies and toolkits related to roadway design.64

 

THE BOTTOM LINE: The current rarity of 20 mph speed limits can be seen as a barrier because  

that rarity supports attitudes like “speed limits less than 25 mph are generally considered to be unrealistically 

low for public roads.”65 To counter this attitude it will take active engagement among state and local agencies to 

develop new approaches that embrace 20 mph speed limits as speed limits that save lives and better support 

health and safety.

http://bikeleague.org
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Conclusion

Statutory speed limits are one part of a comprehensive speed management approach. 

With the USDOT adopting a Safe System Approach that includes a Safe Speed objective, it 

is important to understand current laws, policy, and attitudes about what is a “safe speed.” 

Research on crash severity shows that even a 5 mph decrease in the speed of a crash 

can have dramatic impacts on whether a crash results in serious injury or death. As more 

states, through their agencies and legislatures, engage with the Safe System Approach they 

should consider statutory speed limits as one way to say what is a “safe speed” for different 

contexts and how statutory speed limits can support “safe speeds.”

Twenty mph speed limits are promoted for public health and safety because they help ensure that vehicle crashes 

are less common and more survivable when they occur. Currently, 20 mph speed limits are rarely promoted or 

enabled through state statutory speed limit laws. In urban district speed limits, it is more common for 20 mph speed 

limits to be explicitly prohibited than encouraged. With 19 states currently setting statutory speed limits in urban 

and business districts at 30 mph or above, significant opportunities for reducing risk exist without reaching the 

international best practice of 20 mph speeds. Decreasing vehicle speeds by any amount will reduce crash severity 

and improve injury outcomes.

Achieving 20 mph speeds on roads where people biking, walking, and using mobility devices are planned to 

regularly interact with people driving motor vehicles is likely to improve traffic safety and encourage physical 

activity, which has many health benefits. Of people who report traffic as a barrier to walking where they live, 79% 

report vehicle speed as contributing to traffic being a barrier.66 Decreasing vehicle speeds by any amount may 

address vehicle speeds as a barrier to walking and this may be particularly important in the 11 states that currently 

set statutory speed limits in residential districts at 30 mph or above.

This resource adds to the understanding of the legal frameworks that can be used to inform speed limit 

management at state and local levels to improve health and safety. Although not common, some states have begun 

to make changes to statutory speed limits and their efforts can help inform efforts in other states to set speeds for 

health and safety.

The League of American Bicyclists developed this report with funding from the Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention’s Division of Nutrition, Physical Activity, and Obesity. 

This report is designed to help highlight the importance of lowering speeds to help prevent 

injuries and fatalities and support activity-friendly routes to everyday destinations. These 

efforts are part of the Active People, Healthy NationSM Initiative that is working to help 27 

million Americans become more physically active by 2027.

http://bikeleague.org
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S2211335522003102#:~:text=Nearly%2025%25%20of%20US%20

adults,as%20a%20potential%20mitigation%20strategy. 

14	 https://www.nhtsa.gov/sites/nhtsa.gov/files/811841b.pdf (see 

Figures 2.8 and 8.8)

15	 Carlson, S.A., Watson, K.B., Paul, P., Schmid, T.L. and Fulton, J.E., 
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endorsed the goal of “a maximum road travel speed of 30 km/h in 
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resources/DOT%20Speed%20Management%20Strategic%20

Initiative.pdf 
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