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Check Against Delivery

Making Roads Safe 

I would like to begin by thanking Thomas Mirow, Brigita Schmögnerová and the EBRD for agreeing to host this important and unprecedented meeting. Special thanks must go to your outgoing President, Jean Lemierre. When we met last year to discuss road safety he immediately grasped the scale and severity of this issue. He also recognised the responsibility of the development banks, with your vast road infrastructure investment portfolios, to take a leading role in ensuring that roads are designed, built, assessed and upgraded with road safety as a primary concern. So it is thanks to his leadership that we are meeting here at the EBRD today. I look forward to this strong commitment to road safety continuing under your new President Thomas Mirow, who I congratulate in this, his first full day in the post. 

Two years ago the Commission for Global Road Safety made a number of proposals to build political and financial support for the recommendations of the 2004 World Report on road traffic injury prevention. I am delighted that one of our proposals, for the first ever UN Ministerial Conference on global road safety, has been adopted by the UN and will be hosted by the Russian Federation in November next year. 

The UN Ministerial will be an important step towards securing for the global road injury epidemic the political profile that it deserves. But we don’t need to wait until November 2009 to take action. We can commit today to real and measurable improvements in road safety that will save lives by the thousand. So the second of our Commission’s recommendations is that there should be a more systematic approach to ensuring and safeguarding road safety within internationally financed road projects. We have called for at least 10% of road infrastructure budgets to be dedicated to safety. And this is the subject of today’s meeting. 

It is not a new subject. The World Bank issued guidance on integrating road safety within road projects with a 10% budget allocation as long ago as 1982. What is missing, what has been missing, is the focus and the urgency within the development banks and the donor community to make road safety a high priority. Institutions have failed to ensure that road safety is not marginalised or allowed to fall through the gaps when road projects are implemented. 

This is so important because transport and road infrastructure is now seen as having a key part to play in helping to achieve the Millennium Development Goals, recognised for its role in economic development and trade, and access to healthcare and education. Yet as roads are built or modernised, and speeds and traffic volumes increase, the death toll is rapidly rising. 

This is a tragedy which hits children, pedestrians and the working poor hardest of all. It is a needless tragedy because so many deaths could be prevented if road safety was required, prioritised and systematically implemented by the banks and donors, working in partnership with national authorities. 

And we have the tools to fix the problem. Today the International Road Assessment Programme is publishing ‘Vaccines for Roads’, its report on the results of pilot safety assessment projects in four countries, Chile, Costa Rica, Malaysia and South Africa. These pilots suggest that affordable programmes implementing footpaths, lane markings, crossings and crash barriers on existing roads could prevent tens of thousands of deaths and serious injuries. Economic returns on investment are projected to be at least ten to one. This report makes very clear that there is no need and no excuse for development money to be paying for roads which deliver only one, or two, or three star safety. 

I would hope that today’s meeting will begin a process which results in development banks and the donor community - all the key institutions represented here - committing to a harmonised approach to infrastructure safety and assessment. Such an initiative is in line with the aims of the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, which provides a strong political mandate for harmonising donor policies and procedures. Indeed I would like to propose that the World Bank and the regional development banks use this mandate to establish a common approach to their road infrastructure investment, which collectively amounts to more than 4 billion US dollars a year. 

There are powerful economic reasons for investment in safe road infrastructure. There is a very strong case for doing so based on institutional responsibility, aid efficiency and effective use of tax dollars. 

In a few moments I would like to show a film by the Make Roads Safe campaign which emphasises both the financial benefits of safe road investment and the human costs of failing to make that investment. Because there is also an overwhelming moral case for action. 

Road crashes already kill in the developing world on the scale of Malaria, and the numbers are set to double. The world has devoted the last seven years, and will devote the next seven, to trying to achieve all or some of the Millennium Development Goals. One of these entirely laudable Goals is to reduce by two-thirds the mortality rate of under-fives by 2015. Vast resources are being deployed to tackle childhood diseases, amongst which Malaria ranks high. Yet by 2015, according to World Health Organization projections, the leading cause of disability and injury leading to premature death for the over–fives growing up in developing countries will be road crashes. 

Until now the world has turned its back on this childhood disease. And the failure to ensure safety in road schemes is one of the most visible examples of this neglect. Yet tackling this growing epidemic without seriously addressing the quality of safety in the road projects you are funding is like trying to combat Malaria by issuing torn mosquito nets. Today we have the opportunity to commit to a new approach. I hope that we can rise to this challenge and work together to make our roads safe. 

