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records for details; avoid inaccuracies, however minor, as these
may need correction later. An unexpected question impugning
a lack of medical care is unlikely to be permitted by the coroner,
or need not be answered. An allegation of negligence without
warning can make a doctor a "properly interested person" and
the coroner can allow him to put relevant questions to wit-
nesses,2 but doctors will prefer to claim the right to be legally
represented.

In traumatic deaths a medical witness may be able to give a
valuable opinion on the type and degree of violence that caused
the fatal injuries. In addition, evidence of previous disease or
disability that would have made the deceased more prone to an
accident or susceptible to its consequences may be highly
relevant to the coroner's inquiries and will be of interest to
insurance companies. Pathologists will be asked to state the cause
of death but may also be asked to comment on the circumstances
leading to death and it is in these cases that a full understanding
of the final illness is essential. Be prepared to sign a statement of

the salient points of your evidence before you leave the court.
At the end of the inquest, have a word with the relatives,

whose inarticulate gratitude for your unsuccessful efforts will be
more rewarding than the coroner's officer's payment for your
attendance. As you drive back to the land of the living you will
appreciate that the roots of some of our recent social legislation,
the recognition of hazards in industry and adverse reactions to
drugs or the contraceptive pill spring from medical evidence
given at coroner's inquests.
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Eventually this series will be collected into a book and hence no reprints
will be available from the authors.

A Modern Epidemic

Road accidents and the police

BY A SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT

British Medical_Journal, 1979, 1, 177-179

Many drivers speeding through France have slowed down or
driven more carefully under the critical stare of a policeman-
without realising that he was a dummy. This extreme example of
efforts to control traffic offences reflects the scale of the prob-
lem. In most countries breaking the law is widespread and the
police have not the manpower to pick up more than a fraction of
violations; in Britain there is only one policeman on average for
every 100 miles of road.' In 1976 in England and Wales over
1 400 000 people had over 2 200 000 court proceedings-the
numbers are increasing year by year-and 265 000 written
warnings and nearly three million fixed penalty notices were
issued.2 In London, of the 200 000 or more traffic cases heard
every year at magistrates' courts, 570o concern conduct on the
road, 13% the competence and fitness of drivers, 18°o the
mechanical fitness of vehicles, and 12% insurance offences.3

Since most violations go unchecked a conviction may seem
no more than bad luck, and certainly carries no stigma. On a
highway studied in Michigan there was only a one in 7600
chance that exceeding the speed limit would be detected.4 In
Britain a barrister driving within speed limits reported the
uncomplimentary reactions of his fellow drivers; in 60 days he
was overtaken by over 7700 vehicles, including three invalid
chairs and a hearse.5

Laws and safety

Breaking a traffic law is neither sufficient nor necessary for an
accident, but there is no dispute about the hazard associated
with certain offences, notably driving under the influence of
alcohol and driving at high speed (11 November, p 1352;
9 December, p 1619). Laws, however, must be not only justified
but also realistic-clear and straightforward, enforceable, and,

so far as possible, accepted. And granted that enforcement
cannot be exhaustive, decisions need to be made about the
priorities for accident prevention. Do the police, in general,
look out for the right things, in the right places, and at the
right times ? And should not their views be more often taken
into account? As it is they are sometimes unhappy about what
they are expected to enforce, and practice may vary from one
part of the country to another.
New legislation must be based on sound evidence. But if the

police are not to have an impossible task the community as a
whole should see the point of any legislation (for instance, the
fact that parked cars are a factor in many pedestrian accidents).
This calls for education and publicity-which may indeed
account for some of the accident savings after many of our road
traffic Acts.6 But any great extension of legislation to regulate
road users' behaviour could be counterproductive by inviting
wholesale non-compliance and non-enforcement.7

Enforcement and accident prevention

There are two distinct elements in the activities of the police
in road safety: detecting and acting on offences or possible
offences and deterring road users, by their presence, from
breaking the law. The police themselves like to emphasise their
preventive role, though clearly this depends largely on their
being seen to take action against offenders. But they also give
advice and warnings about the less serious misdemeanours, and
make observations at accident black spots. The police accident
prevention units that have been created in London and elsewhere
in recent years send out teams that not only enforce the law but
also examine the need for changes in signs, signal phasing, and
general layout.3 But the presence of the police and their enforce-
ment of the law have deterrent effects that cannot be easily
disentangled.
Up to 5% of accidents, it has been estimated, could be
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prevented by greater enforcement of the law and presence of the
police.8 One experiment on policing roads at 3J-14 times the
usual level to enforce the 30 mph (48 kph) speed limit (which
resulted in 5-28 times the usual numbers of prosecutions)
showed reduced speeds and suggested that these roads had a
25% lower accident rate than other roads in the areas.' This
reduction alone would not make increased enforcement cost-
effective; but there seemed to be a "halo" effect extending some
benefit to other roads, which would more than balance the
costs.
An OECD survey of reports on the results of enforcement in

different countries shows apparently beneficial-though
temporary and localised-effects; but the experimental designs
were often inadequate and the activities of the police were not
always the sole possible explanation.10 There have, however,
been some striking successes. During 1975 in Cheshire greatly
increased breath tests, and associated publicity, led to a 60%
decrease in accidents causing death or serious injury during
drinking hours." In London the 236 sites that had received
"intensive care" from the police accident prevention unit during
1971-3 showed a reduction in accidents of about a quarter at
junctions.3 This does not include the effect of any traffic
management improvements. The effect of the fortnight's police
presence is said to persist in some cases for up to a year, unlike
the short-lived benefits of speed checks.

Accidents causing death or injury are rare events: even at
some of the busiest junctions in central London the chance is
little more than one per million vehicles using them, or one
every two to three weeks on average. In the whole of London
the average number each night between 10 pm and 2 am is only
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20. So the police need to be deployed selectively-in places
where accidents are likely to happen.
A three-year experiment in Sussex (the "Police 2001" project)

has shown the value of scientific methods for pinpointing high-
risk sections of road and allocating manpower.' Electronic
sensors in the road surface can detect speed and traffic flow, as
indicators of accident risk, and the data are then processed by
computer. In one experiment from 10oI to 60°h of vehicles
(depending on time and site) were found to be exceeding the
speed limit; but when warning signs saying "Speed check area"
were set up the proportion fell to 0-20% even though only five
radar checks were carried out in 12 weeks. Another effective
device was a sign bearing the words "Police You are speeding,"
which was electronically activated whenever a vehicle exceeded
35 mph (56 kph).'2 These installations cost about £800 on
average and have the advantages of 24-hour operation and no
requirement for manning or administration.

Speed checks should have a double action, on the total popula-
tion of drivers on the road and on those few who are prosecuted.
Both effects were tested in Sussex.13 A second check two days
after the first was more than twice as effective as a single one,
speeds being reduced for more than eight days after the second.
A single speed check was equally effective if partially concealed.
But clearly these deterrent effects depend on there being a high
proportion of regular travellers. The effect of prosecution on
persistent speeders varied-most seemed to observe the speed
limit for over six months but some quickly returned to their
old ways. A written caution was also a deterrent for several
months in some cases. Even a verbal caution, though it evidently
made- no impression on a few drivers, appeared to have a

If preventable why not prevented?
The crash helmet on the left was worn by a motorcyclist who crashed at
70 mph (113 kph) but escaped serious head injury. The helmet in the
right-hand picture, bearing the words "Helmets yes, compulsion no," also
saved its wearer from head injury even though he was otherwise badly
injured. Head injury being the main cause of death in motorcycle
accidents, helmets may reduce the risk of death by as much as half. But
many American states, under pressure from motorcyclists, have repealed
the legislation making their use mandatory and death rates have increased.
The protest movement in Britain is gaining strength and nationwide
demonstrations against compulsion are to be held shortly. How many
motorcyclists will be swayed by this irresponsible movement? (Photo-
graphs by OSCAR London, reproduced by courtesy of the London
Hospital Medical College.)
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continued effect. Thus stopping as many vehicles as possible,
most of them for a verbal warning since this needs no follow-up,
should be an economical way of increasing the effect of a speed
check.

Attitudes and education
Should the police be using modern equipment more widely?

Ever since 1905, when with great distaste the police carried
out speed checks to enforce the 20 mph (32 kph) speed limit,14
methods like these have been regarded as unfair by at least
some of the driving population. In some areas the police often
prefer to enforce speed limits only where there have been
complaints or particular problems: understandably, they are
concerned not to antagonise the public. Yet speed may be a
killer and prosecutions for breaking speed limits-or for driving
too fast for the road conditions, which may not be the same
thing-should be seen by the public as for their protection.
An attitude study on a group of men drivers (a third of whom

had been caught speeding) showed general acceptance of speed
limits and awareness that speeding offences could cause accidents,
but they were not rated as very serious offences.'5 Just over half
these drivers thought radar checks unfair, and in general there
was considerable ambivalence about speed limits. We badly
need publicity to spell out forcefully the meaning of speed
limits-the accident potential, with the increased risk of death
and serious injury inherent in high speeds, and the accident
savings that have followed speed limits and the use of speed
checks. The same applies, in varying degrees, to other
regulations. Though publicity on its own changes little, better
informed public opinion could create a better climate for law
enforcement.
The positive work of the police in accident prevention, and

their wider public relations activities,'6 should help too in the
long run. An old experiment with motor-patrol police attempted
to emphasise co-operation and education more than (though
not instead of) prosecution, the police giving advice, warnings

on the spot, and lessons in road safety and setting an example
themselves.'7 There was not only a decrease in deaths and total
casualties out of line with the rest of the country but also a drop
in prosecutions.

I am grateful to the following for helpful discussion and comment:
Mr J C Cutts, Metropolitan Police; Dr J D J Havard, British Medical
Association; PC B W Lorking, Metropolitan Police Accident Research
Unit, London E3; Mr M E Moncaster, Home Office; and Mr George
Terry, Chief Constable of Sussex.
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MATERIA NON MEDICA

Motorcycle madness

I suddenly realised that I would soon be too old for it. My father
had done it, and here was I at 32 and I had only talked about it. Motor
sport had always been a family interest: my father had competed in
an MG, an Alvis, a Jaguar X120, and latterly in a Formula 1200 Ford.
To race a car was beyond my purse, but what about the old and
faithful Triumph Bonneville that I used for commuting to the hospital
each day ? (And before you ask, yes they are still made.) An engineer
friend was willingly enlisted to help in the venture. We stripped the
engine, raised the compression with two new pistons, and fitted a
sporting camshaft. A new pair of tyres to help on the corners and a
good clean to remove the winter mud and we were ready. A test run
round the South Circular produced a dangling silencer from the bike
and a wagging finger from the law.

If there was a wooden spoon to be won in motorcycle racing then
we won it. The fun was enormous and we finished every race we
started; but starting was our problem. So many times I was left on the
line desperately trying to kick life into the reluctant Triumph while
electric-start Japanese machines roared towards the horizon. Results
were consistent-usually last. The high spot of the season was 121
mph down the Norwich straight at Snetterton, when we came fourth
from last. The low spot was a six-hour engine rebuild completed at
4 am on the Saturday morning only for the motor to break again in
practice-like a mobile incendiary device.
How friendly were my fellow motorcyclists and how suspect the

attitude of medical colleagues. Most urged me to stop, supposedly
because of the dangers, although mountaineering, pot-holing, sailing,
hunting the fox, crossing the road, and other hazardous pursuits they
condoned. I suspect it was not the danger that upset them so much
as their image of motorcycle racing itself. Incidentally I saw only a
fractured clavicle in the whole season.

Anyway I have done it now and I feel purged. My Triumph and I
have our memories as we thread through the traffic to work. As for
next season, well my wife tells me the garden looks rather neglected.-
MARTIN THOMAS (senior surgical registrar, London).

Greener grass?

What professor has not at some time wished he were a provincial
consultant? What consultant has not wished he had been a GP?
What GP has never thought about changing to one of those cushy
9 to 5 administrative jobs for the Ministry ? Is this just the "grass is
greener" syndrome, or is it a revelation gained too late that there
should be more to life than running hard to stay in the same place ?

"Telford's Change" (BBC 1, Sundays) is not a programme about
medical people at all, but it easily could have been. Anything with
Peter Barkworth and Hannah Gordon is bound to be worth watching,
but this series looks like being compulsory viewing for anyone in any
profession who yearns for a quieter life.

Peter Barkworth plays Mark Telford, a banker almost-but not
quite-at the top of the tree. He jet sets around Europe talking in
millions of pounds and never manages to get home on time. In the
first episode there was a marvellous scene, much too close to real life,
in which he arrived too late to eat with his guests, felt too tired to eat
anyway, and could only talk about himself and his busy life.

His wife, Hannah Gordon, wants a change, but when this comes in
the form of a sudden decision by Telford to take "demotion" to
manage a country branch of the bank she realises that her world of
trivial committees and bright parties is going to change as well, and
this does not seem quite such a good idea.

Clearly Telford is not going to find peace and contentment in his
country branch, or there could be no series. However, the general
problem raised and the way it is tackled must give food for thought to
all those who have wondered if the rat race is worth while.-
J R HAMPTON (reader in medicine, Nottingham).
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