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Differential speed limits make roads less safe 

Studies show that a higher variance of vehicle speeds in traffic flow increases the risk of an accident 

In 1964, David Solomon wrote a report  ent it led Accidents on Main Rural Highways Related to Speed, Driver, 

and Vehicle published by the Bureau of Public Roads (predecessor to the Federal Highway Administrat ion).  

In order to define the relat ionship between speeds, characterist ics of  drivers and vehicles, and accidents, 

Solomon collected data from 11 cooperat ing states on 600 miles of main rural highways.  The study 

recorded 10,000 drivers across 2-lane and 4-lane highways, and discovered vehicles t ravelling 10-15 mph 

less than the average speed of all t raffic had a much greater chance of being involved in a crash.  Solomon 

presented his findings in a dist inguished “ U-shape”  curve, which has now become famous.
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In fact , Solomon wrote that regardless of the average speed on the highway, the more a driver deviates 

from the average speed, the greater his or her chance of being involved in an accident.  Low speed drivers 

are more likely to be involved in accidents than high-speed drivers are, as 80% of rear-end collisions 

involving a large truck and a car result ing in a fatality, the passenger vehicle rear-ended the truck.
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Addit ional research studies have been published through the years that  support  Solomon’s conclusions, 

such as the Interstate System Accident Research Study II published by the Bureau of Public Roads (now the 

FHWA) and the Commercial M otor Vehicle Speed Control Devices published in 1991 by the Nat ional Highway 

Traffic Safety Administrat ion (NHTSA).  Both studies confirmed the “ U-shape”  curve established init ially by 

Solomon. 

M ore recent ly, Ohio lawmakers dismant led a proposal to increase speed limits along the Ohio Turnpike and 

rural freeways from 70-mph to 75-mph after the conference commit tee listened to concerns expressed by 

the trucking industry that  raising the speed limit  would cause more accidents, as passenger vehicles would 

pass slower-moving trucks more frequent ly and at  higher speeds.  M any of the large carriers t raveling along 

the Turnpike have speed limiters set  between 62-68 mph.
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Speed differentials = more traffic interactions = greater likelihood of accidents 

In 2005 Dr. Steven L. Johnson of the University of Arkansas conducted a study ent it led Cost-Benefit  

Evaluat ion of Large Truck-Automobile Speed Limit  Different ials on Rural Interstate Highways which found 

that different iat ing speeds were shown to produce more interact ions between vehicles.   

Dr. Johnson found that as the speed of an individual vehicle deviates from the mean traffic speed on a 

roadway, the number of  interact ions between vehicles increases and the potent ial for being involved in 
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accidents increases.  The frequency of interact ions with other vehicles by a vehicle t raveling 10-mph below 

the posted speed limit  is 227% higher than moving at  t raffic speed.
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In similar fashion, in 1993 the Transportat ion Research Board of the Nat ional Research Council published a 

study by John E. Baerwald, which found that vehicles t ravelling at  or about the same speed minimized the 

need for overtaking, passing and lane changes and, as a result , caused fewer accidents.
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  This too was 

supported recent ly by the United Kingdom, which in April 2015, increased the nat ional speed limit  for heavy 

goods vehicles from 40-mph to 50-mph in order to reduce risky overtakes by frustrated car drivers.
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M ost states have eliminated speed differentials for cars and trucks on interstates 

Current ly, there are nine states that implement speed different ials for heavy-duty t rucks.  Imposing 

different ial speed limits was a popular pract ice in the 1980’s, but  in past two decades states have been 

systemat ically eliminating “ split  speeds”  as states have come to recognize their negat ive safety implicat ions. 

In the past few years Texas, Illinois, Ohio have acted legislat ion to eliminate speed different ials on 

interstates.  Kansas, M aine and Virginia have also enacted legislat ion to reduce or eliminate speed 

different ials on their interstates and other roadways. 

Julie Cirillo, a former Assistant Administrator and Chief Safety Officer of the Federal M otor Carrier Safety 

Administrat ion (FM CSA), stated in a sworn affidavit , “ Jurisdict ions responsible for ensuring the safety of the 

t ravelling public should not take any act ion that could result  in creat ing an unsafe situat ion.  Included in 

these act ions would be the establishment and enforcement of different ial speed limits for passenger cars 

and commercial vehicles.  Adherence to different ial speed limits creates a situat ion where a significant 

percentage of t raffic is operat ing more slowly than general t raffic.  The studies described herein establish 

that this is always unsafe (Cirillo Aff. 39).”  

Small business trucking professionals and professional truck drivers oppose differential speed limits 

OOIDA is opposed to posted speed different ials for heavy-duty t rucks because it  decreases safety by 

increasing the interact ion between large trucks and passenger vehicles.  There is no clean and substant ial 

evidence that supports the use of different posted speed limits.  OOIDA obviously does not condone 

speeding or any other unsafe driving habits.  In fact , OOIDA strongly encourages truckers to comply with all 

state laws and federal regulations.  OOIDA advocates for many init iat ives that will increase safe operat ions 

in the t rucking industry as well as on highways throughout the United States such as a comprehensive entry-

level driver-t raining rule (the Associat ion is current ly an act ive member in the Negot iat ing Rulemaking 

process), and increased supply chain stakeholder accountability. 
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