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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1. A paradigm shift is essential from the traditional approach to road safety.

Road safety is a serious, hard-to-abate global health and development concern, with more than 1.35 million people 
killed and 50 million people injured on roads every year. Low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) account for the 
majority (93 percent) of road crash fatalities while accounting for 60 percent of global vehicle traffic. 

Road crash deaths are not an inevitable cost of growth or mobility and are not isolated from the environment and road 
system that they occur in. The traditional approach to road safety focuses on changing road user behavior through 
education and enforcement and on actions that protect car occupants, with less attention to pedestrians, cyclists, and 
public transport and paratransit users. The Safe System approach is a paradigm shift from this traditional approach.

2. The Safe System approach to road safety has yielded tangible and
measurable results.

The Safe System approach is underpinned by the recognition that road transport is a complex system.  People, vehicles, 
and infrastructure must interact in a way that ensures a high level of safety, anticipate, and accommodate human errors 
and prevent road crashes. Therefore, all transport system stakeholders—the ones who plan, design, and maintain 
roads, manufacture vehicles, and administer safety programs—must be accountable and share the responsibility for 
safety with road users. The focus should be on taking a proactive, upstream, and integrated approach to make the 
mobility system safe, rather than wait for events to occur and then react.

An analysis of traffic fatalities in 53 countries between 1994 and 2015 revealed that countries that had adopted the 
Safe System approach had the lowest rates of fatalities per 100,000 inhabitants and the fastest rate of change in fatality 
levels, especially its pioneers, Sweden and the Netherlands. The UN Global Plan for the Decade

of Action on Road Safety (2021–2030) aims to reduce road crash fatalities and injuries by at least 50 percent. 
How can the Safe System approach deliver on a large scale for LMICs, which account for an overwhelming majority of 
93 percent of road crash fatalities? 

3. This report provides actionable guidance and case examples and proves
that resources for effectively implementing the Safe System approach
exist for LMICs.

It focuses on the “how” – how to provide pragmatic, action-oriented guidance and recommendations based on emerging 
and successful proof cases, and how to turn policies and high-level commitments into concrete steps and measures 
in practice. We primarily target senior decision makers at the national, subnational, and local levels, and development 
financing organizations. However, guidance is also relevant to the private sector, road safety practitioners, and civil 
society organizations (CSOs) that advocate for evidence-based interventions to create safer road environments. 

The Safe System approach for LMICs is not only about safe mobility, but it also can deliver economic benefits on more 
global issues: climate action, public health, sustainable development, and urban life. In fact, applying this knowledge 
requires a paradigm shift, a change in the way problems are defined and solutions are implemented and evaluated. 

Our collaborative work provides two main entry points to succeed in this paradigm shift and leverage policy or project 
opportunities based on the country and city context: 

A. Embed the Safe System approach in transport strategies, policies, and programs. 

B. Build support for the Safe System approach: capacity development, awareness strategies. 



ENHANCING POLICY AND ACTION
FOR SAFE MOBILITY

A. Embed the Safe System approach in national, subnational, and local or 
urban transport strategies, policies, and programs. 

To succeed in this paradigm shift and ensure effective delivery requires a bold rethinking of the way problems are 
addressed, decisions are made, and solutions are implemented.  

A.1. Incorporate the Safe System approach in transport and road safety policies 
institutional framework

	» Embody the Safe System approach in governance, in the form of an empowered nodal agency at national 
and subnational levels, and steer and coordinate action with all involved stakeholders. 

	» Build a dedicated, open-access national data repository for road safety, covering all facets from crash data, 
victim details, vehicle, infrastructure, and speed data to ensure evidence-based strategies. 

	» Articulate a clear, evidence-based vision toward the Safe System approach, with bold achievable targets 
and intermediate implementation milestones.

	» Reform legislations, standards, and regulations to ensure accountability among all stakeholders involved in 
safe road infrastructures, safe vehicles, and safe road use.

	» Allocate funds for road safety activities in annual state budget by respective ministries or departments for 
road safety actions in consultation with the nodal agency. 

	» Adopt gender transformative approaches in road safety and foster a security culture for women in public 
spaces and transport.

A.2. Safe system approach for cities: a specific business case

Cities will be home to 70 percent of the global population by 2030. Cities need appropriate land use systems and 
safe, integrated, multimodal transport. 

	» Flip the traditional hierarchy to prioritize active and sustainable modes of transport while making 
the system safer for all users.

	» Reorient spatial development and urban mobility plans toward integrated transport and land use 
systems along with demand management measures to reduce vehicle kilometers traveled.

	» Adopt citywide speed limits and low speed zones in places with high demand for walking, 
cycling and other activities and implement these through traffic calming and enforcement.

A.3. Prioritize safety in street design and highway design

Safety should be considered the primary component for planning, designing, and engineering all road categories: 
urban and peri-urban streets, rural access roads, district or province roads, highways, and motorways or freeways. 
Therefore, in all projects:

	» Incorporate a dedicated road safety team from the initiation stage and allocate ear-marked funds in 
budgets for road safety activities—stagewise assessments, road safety trials, safety clearance, audits, 
inspections, and monitoring.

	» Set safe speeds and speed management measures, supported by effective enforcement, along road 
stretches and at intersections to provide safe walking and cycling facilities.

B. Build consistent support for the Safe System through capacity 
development and awareness strategies.

Once established, the Safe System approach will deliver expected benefits provided it is sustained by multiple layers 
of support and wide range of advocacy—not only among decision makers and experts but within communities. It is an 
additional challenge for LMICs, but programs and tools exist. 



B.1. Build capacity development on the Safe System approach

	» Develop capacity programs along three levels: 
•	 Basic learning open to all—introducing the paradigm shift to the Safe System approach. 
•	 Advanced learning for specific agencies and departments—deep diving in methods and tools to 

implement the Safe System approach. 
•	 Certification courses for experts—practitioners with specialized roles in road safety management.
 

	» Include courses on the Safe System in professional programs—undergraduate or graduate programs in 
transportation planning, traffic engineering, urban planning, and urban design. 

	» Upskill knowledge for journalists and NGOs to make them become powerful allies in advocating for the 
Safe System approach.

B.2. Increase awareness for buy-in

	» Shift away from traditional road safety awareness campaigns aiming only at inducting behavior change in 
road users—they are proven to be ineffective.

	» Safe System approach strategies to raise awareness include linking climate action and public health 
with road safety, adopting a children-first approach, highlighting the economic and social costs of road 
crashes and fatalities, involving active road users, and emphasizing gender safety, security, and universal 
accessibility. 

	» Build broad-based consensus and buy-in from communities impacted by transport and road safety plans 
through information, public participation, and engagement during different stages of a project.

B.3. Produce and share knowledge on good practices

	» Create and disseminate knowledge on emerging and good practices of the Safe System approach 
implementation in LMICs.

	» Benefit from peer learning to understand better the resistance, negotiations, and implementation of the 
Safe System approach.

The Safe System approach to road safety requires political will, horizontal and vertical coordinated action within 
government and with civil society, private sector, and other organizations. Partnerships to deliver are needed and 
possible, and multiple entry points are available to leverage existing initiatives while planning for longer term 
change. 

It is time to act with urgency toward a future without road crash fatalities and serious injuries. 


