
 

Chapter 7 ς Setting Speed Limits ς Detailed May 2024  | 37 

7   THE SETTING OF SPEED LIMITS ς DETAILED GUIDANCE 

 (Guidance by road type) 

 

This chapter presents circumstances where Local Authorities may consider the introduction of 
Special Speed Limits having regard to the various types of roads encountered in both urban 
and rural settings. ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ άǘȅǇŜǎέ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ 
roads as opposed to the strict legal status afforded to roads in the Roads Act 1993. In the case 
of the use of the Special Speed Limit of 120km/h on National Road Dual Carriageways and the 
Special Speed Limits of 40km/h, 30km/h and 20km/h, the criteria presented in the applicable 
section must be in place for any of those speed limits to be applied. 

7.1 Motorways 

 
Figure 7.1 ς Typical Motorway 

While motorways have a default speed limit of 120km/h, it may be necessary to apply a lower 
speed limit in certain situations including: 

Á Where roads cannot meet the standards for 120km/h in terms of stopping sight distance, 
horizontal curvature and vertical alignment as set out in the TII Publications; 

Á Where a lower speed limit is desirable for road safety or capacity reasons; 
Á At merges/diverges, slip roads and loops at junctions; 
Á At locations with high levels of merging or weaving traffic; and 
Á In the vicinity of toll plazas. 

To identify the correct extent or location of default speed limits on motorways, reference 
should be made to the relevant motorway Order maps.  Variation of speed limits from those 
locations will necessitate Special Speed Limits. 

Under the Road Traffic Act 2004, Special Speed Limits may be set in respect of individual 
carriageways and traffic lanes. This concept is discussed in more detail in Section 7.4. 

Off-ramps, linking the motorway to the rest of the network, normally provide ample 
opportunity to decelerate. A transitional speed limit however may be appropriate on the ramp, 
or, if deemed necessary for safety reasons, on a lane drop approaching the off ramp. In the 
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latter circumstances, the use of gantries may be required, and appropriate and clear signage 
and road markings must be provided. 

In other situations, it may be appropriate to apply a Special Speed Limit on the off-ramp itself, 
for instance, if there is a sharp curve on the off-ramp. The Traffic Signs Manual provides for 
loop warning signs which can be used with cautionary speed plates on ramps (on or off) with 
tight curves. 

7.2 Rural Roads 

7.2.1 Divided Roads 1 

This section provides guidance for the following divided roads: 

Á High standard dual carriageways; 
Á 2 + 2 type dual carriageways; and 
Á 2 + 1 type roads. 

 
Figure 7.2 ς High Standard Dual Carriageway 

  
Figure 7.3 ς 2+2 Dual Carriageway     Figure 7.4 ς 2+1 Dual Carriageway 

In rural areas every effort should be made to achieve an appropriate balance between vehicle 
speeds, speed limits, road type, design, the differing needs of road users, and other 
characteristics. This balance may be delivered by introducing one or more speed management 
measures in conjunction with the speed limits and/or as part of an overall route safety strategy. 
The aim should be to align the speed limit so that the mean speed driven on the road, or the 
85th percentile, is at or below the posted speed limit for that road. 

In general, rural dual carriageways with a speed limit of 100km/h should comply with the 
following criteria: 

 
1 άDivided roads are designed, built or upgraded for motor traffic providing separate carriage ways for the two directions of traffic, 
separated from each otherέ. See: https://publications.europa.eu/resource/cellar/f277232a-699e-11e3-8e4e-01aa75ed71a1.0006.01/DOC_1 

Divided Roads 
Default Speed Limits 

         

https://publications.europa.eu/resource/cellar/f277232a-699e-11e3-8e4e-01aa75ed71a1.0006.01/DOC_1


 

Chapter 7 ς Setting Speed Limits ς Detailed May 2024  | 39 

Á The standards for stopping sight distance, horizontal curvature and vertical alignment as 
set out in the TII Publications over at least 85% of their length; 

Á Where the road alignment does not meet the standards set out above then additional 
engineering measures such as road marking, signing and minor improvements should be 
investigated and/or be in place at these locations; 

Á Roads should meet the requirements for safety barrier as set out in the TII 
Publications; and 

Á The density of development must be low (i.e. very few direct accesses onto the dual 
carriageway). Development adjacent to the dual carriageway without direct access to the 
dual carriageway should not be considered in the selection of the speed limit. 

High quality dual carriageways, as shown above, with grade-separated junctions should 
have a 100km/h speed limit. On some dual carriageways with traffic signals at junctions, it 
may be necessary to consider a speed limit of 80km/h or less on the approaches and 
through these junctions where other initiatives are deemed insufficient. 

A lower speed limit would be appropriate if, for example, there is a collision history that cannot 
be addressed safely with other measures such as with signage. Where a lower speed limit 
is implemented, it should be supported by engineering measures. 

In most situations a speed limit of 100km/h is appropriate for rural dual carriageways where 
development is limited. In circumstances where there is a high level of development it may be 
appropriate to consider a speed limit of 80km/h on rural dual carriageways. Reclassified former 
national road dual carriageways, carrying a new default speed limit of 80km/h, may be 
suitable for a Special Speed Limit of 100km/h. If a Local Authority is considering a Special Speed 
Limit of 100km/h on a rural dual carriageway the criteria set out above should be met. Road 
sections to which the 100km/h Special Speed Limit applies should extend for a continuous 
minimum distance of 3km. 
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7.2.1.1  Special Speed Limit of 120km/h 

 
Figure 7.5 ς Dual Carriageway Suitable for 120km/h 

The Road Traffic Act 2004 allows Local Authorities to apply a Special Speed Limit of 
120km/h on National Road Dual Carriageways. The Act establishes that, in the pursuance of 
an application, a Local Authority must comply with relevant provisions in the Guidelines 
made by the Minister for Transport. 

The facility in relation to the application of this Special Speed Limit is limited to National 
Road Dual Carriageways and, as such, all proposals must receive the prior written consent of 
the National Roads Authority. As is the case in relation to the deployment of Special Speed 
Limits generally, Local Authorities will be influenced by considerations, including collision 
history. However, the following specific criteria must apply in respect of any proposals for the 
deployment of this Special Speed Limit in addition to any such localised considerations: 

Á The Special Speed Limit should be applied over a minimum continuous length of 3 
kilometres; 

Á Roads should meet the standards for stopping sight distance, horizontal curvature and 
vertical alignment for 120km/h as set out in the TII Publications; 

Á There should be no direct access to the section of road under consideration, except in 
respect of maintenance activities; and 

Á There must be continuous medians (i.e. no median openings), other than emergency 
crossing points and no at-grade junctions in the section under consideration. 
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7.2.2 Single Carriageways Roads  

This section provides guidance for single carriageway roads with sections specifically dealing 
with high standard roads, legacy roads, reclassified roads, minor Local Roads as well as roads 
approaching built up or urban areas.  If changing a speed limit for a rural single carriageway is 
under consideration, then the criteria in this section must be applied.  

7.2.2.1  General 

Single Carriageway Roads 

Default Speed Limits 
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Figure 7.6 ς Various Rural Single Carriageway Roads (©2024 Google) 

Road Authorities need to have regard to the function of a road and consequently what speed 
limit should ideally apply. However, as stated in previous chapters, this may not be possible to 
achieve due to current physical constraints. In many instances, the physical characteristics, 
environment of a road as well as the actual speeds being driven should enable Local Authorities 
to determine the appropriate speed limit on single carriageway rural roads. 

Routes should be assessed as a whole, rather than looking at specific short sections of a route 
in isolation. An overall route assessment will produce a much more appropriate and 
consistent result. 

To avoid driver confusion, frequent changes in speed limits should not be imposed. Therefore, 
a minimum of 3km would generally be applied, and there should be no more than 2 changes 
of speed limit over 10km. If the distance between adjacent towns/villages is short, say 5km or 
less, it may be appropriate to have only one speed limit on the rural section between the two. 

Where, for example, a decision has been made, having taken all the above factors into 
consideration, that a particular section should have a limit of 100km/h, but there is a stretch 
within the 100km/h limit where the driver needs to slow down, such as at a series of bends, 
then all 100km/h repeater signs along that bendy section should be removed and warning 
signs may be installed informing drivers of the potential hazard ahead. 

Initial Considerations 

From the outset, the Default speed limits outlined above shall be implemented by Local 
Authorities, unless altered through locally adopted Special Speed Limits.  

Where it is considered that the Default speed limit is not appropriate, such limits may be 
altered through Special Speed Limits in accordance with the Stage 1 and Stage 2 assessments 
below.  

Any amendments to the Default shall follow a Stage 1 and Stage 2 assessment. A Stage 2 
Assessment is not required where a speed limit is proposed to be lowered.   

For Local roads, separate criteria as set out in Section 7.2.2.5 shall apply when altering the 
speed limit from 60km/h to 80km/h. 
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Process for Assessing Single Carriageway Roads 

 
Figure 7.7 ς Process for Assessing Single Carriageway Roads 
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Stage 1 Assessment ς Primary Criteria  

The Stage 1 assessment is based on the primary factor that determines the appropriate speed 
limit ς the average width of the road. This approach is consistent with road design standards 
and allows criteria to be set which determine whether the Default speed limit should be 
altered. Subject to a minimum section of road length of 3km, the average width for that section 
should be calculated and the following criteria should be applied to determine the appropriate 
speed limit. 

Table 7.1 - Stage 1 Assessment ς Primary Criteria 

In Table 7.1 above, Paved Road Width is defined as the Roadway or that portion of a road 
which is provided primarily for the use of vehicles and includes hard shoulders/hard strips.  The 
full paved width includes traffic lanes, hard shoulders and hard strips but does not include on-
road cycle tracks. 

  

Criteria Description 

Road Paved Width (including hard shoulders and hard strips) 

¶ Less than or equal to 7m (80km/h to be applied); or 

¶ Greater than 7m (may proceed to Stage 2). 

¶ Is the road on a designated route for non-motorised vulnerable road users? Yes/No 

(Designated = where a Local Authority has the road delineated/signed, or the road is on a cycle 

network, such as the National Cycle Network or a EuroVelo route) 

¶ Is there linkage to a Greenway/Blueway? Yes/No 

(Linkage = are non-motorised vulnerable road users guided onto the road to connect to a 

Greenway/Blueway) 

Yes = remain at 80km/h 

No = may proceed to Stage 2 
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Stage 2 Assessment - Other Criteria (Qualitative Assessment Basis) 

If the Stage 1 assessment gives a result which may appear inappropriate, or may cause an 
unreasonable risk to road safety, the following factors should be considered: 

Criteria Description 

Geometrics: 

¶ Horizontal Alignment 

¶ Vertical Alignment 

¶ Cross Section 

¶ Stopping Sight Distance 

¶ Are there seasonal peaks and/or local attractions, ie. access to beaches.  

¶ Are there other destinations of interest such as schools and sports facilities. 

Number and type of junctions ς ie. crossroads, sight distance, visibility. Include traffic volume and 

collision data. This may be obtained in consultation with AGS. 

Type of vehicles ς ie. Is there a high number of agricultural vehicles. HGV %. Access to facilities 

such as quarries.  

Number of accesses*  (including collision data which may be obtained in consultation with AGS.) 

L = Low Access numbering up to 5 per km ς suitable  

M = Medium Access numbering 6 to 8 per km ς undesirable 

H = High Access numbering 9 or more per km ς unsuitable 

*  Alignment with relevant standards 

Table 7.2 - Stage 2 Assessment - Other Criteria (Qualitative Assessment Basis) 

Stage 3 Assessment ς Further Criteria (Quantitative Assessment) 

Further to Stage 1 and Stage 2 assessments, a more detailed quantitative assessment may be 
carried out based on more detailed data such as traffic volume, collision, and speed data. 
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7.2.2.2  Standard Single Carriageway Roads 

   
Figure 7.8 ς Standard Single Carriageway 

These are roads that typically have been designed to a 
standard and are two-lane roads with hard shoulders 
and have an overall minimum paved width of 8m, have 
grass verges. For these roads, the appropriate speed 
limit should normally be 100km/h. These sections of 
road should also meet the criteria for 100km/h in 
Section 7.2.2.1. Where the criteria for a Speed Limit of 
100km/h are not met, a Speed Limit of 80km/h should 
apply. 

 7.2.2.3   Legacy Single Carriageway Roads 

 
Figure 7.9 - Legacy Single Carriageway Road 

Legacy roads are roads that have evolved over the years, 
most of which were never designed to the current (or 
any) design standard. Legacy roads represent much of 
the rural road network.  However, some roads may have 
been improved but not have been designed to a current 
design standard and may have rudimentary hard 
shoulders or no hard shoulders or grass verges.  Subject 
to the criteria in Section 7.2.2.1 the appropriate speed 
limit should be either 80km/h or 100km/h. Where the criteria for a Speed Limit of 100km/h 
are not met a Speed Limit of 80km/h should apply. For local roads, additional criteria apply, 
refer to Section 7.2.2.5. 
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7.2.2.4   Reclassified Single Carriageway Roads 

 
Figure 7.10 ς Reclassified Single Carriageway Road (with SSL of 100km/h) 

For high standard roads where the classification has 
changed, such as from National to Regional with the 
result that the default speed limit has changed, the 
criteria as set out in Section 7.2.2.1 shall apply. Such a 
change should be managed in advance of the change in 
classification to ensure that speed limits continue to be 
appropriate and consistent. 

An example of where a change of classification has occurred is on by-passed National Roads 
which have been re-classified in relation to the new major interurban network. This has 
created significant lengths of former National Roads (now Regional or Local Roads) which have 
reduced default speed limits of 80km/h or 60km/h.   

Where this occurs, consideration needs to be given in advance as to whether the appropriate 
speed limit should be 60km/h, 80km/h or 100km/h.  

Where reclassified single carriageway roads have significant active travel, the resultant speed 
limit should account for this.  

Special Speed Limits should be advanced before a change in classification occurs so that the 
Special Speed Limit takes effect as soon as possible after a change in classification. 
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7.2.2.5   Local Roads 

The default speed limit for local roads is 60km/h. 

   

            

 
    Figure 7.11 ς Various Local Roads (©2024 Google) 
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Process for Assessing Local Roads 

  
Figure 7.12 ς Process for Assessing Local Roads 
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Stage 1 Assessment ς Primary Criteria 

Criteria Description 

Road Paved Width (including hard shoulders and hard strips) 

¶ Less than 5m (60km/h to be applied); or 

¶ Between 5m and 5.5m (should remain at 60km/h unless other criteria apply); or  
¶ Greater than 5.5m (may proceed to Stage 2). 

¶ Is the road on a designated route for non-motorised vulnerable road users? Yes/No 

(Designated = where a Local Authority has the road delineated/signed, or the road is on a cycle 

network, such as the National Cycle Network or a EuroVelo route) 

¶ Is there linkage to a Greenway/Blueway? Yes/No 

(Linkage = are non-motorised vulnerable road users guided onto the road to connect to a 

Greenway/Blueway) 

Yes = remain at 60km/h 

No = may proceed to Stage 2 

Table 7.3 ς Local Roads - Stage 1 Assessment ς Primary Criteria 

Stage 2 Assessment - Other Criteria (Qualitative Assessment Basis) 

If the Stage 1 assessment gives a result which may appear inappropriate, or may cause an 
unreasonable risk to road safety, the following factors should be considered: 

Criteria Description 

Horizontal alignment ς due to terrain, topography, sight distance etc.  

¶ Are there seasonal peaks and / or local attractions, ie. Access to beaches.  

¶ Are there other destinations of interest such as schools and sports facilities. 

Number and type of junctions ς ie. crossroads, sight distance, visibility. Include traffic volume and 

collision data. This may be obtained in consultation with AGS. 

Type of vehicles ς ie. Is there a high number of agricultural vehicles. HGV %. Access to facilities 

such as quarries. 

Number of accesses*  (including collision data which may be obtained in consultation with AGS) 

L = Low Access numbering up to 5 per km ς suitable 

M = Medium Access numbering 6 to 8 per km ς undesirable 

H = High Access numbering 9 or more per km ς unsuitable 

*  Alignment with relevant standards 

Vertical alignment ς due to terrain, topography, sight distance etc. 

Table 7.4 ς Local Roads - Stage 2 Assessment - Other Criteria (Qualitative Assessment Basis) 

Stage 3 Assessment ς Further Criteria (Quantitative Assessment) 

Further to Stage 1 and Stage 2 assessments, a more detailed quantitative assessment may be 
carried out based on more detailed data such as traffic volume, collision, and speed data. 
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7.2.3 New and Improved Roads 

 
Figure 7.13 ς New Single Carriageway Road 

As all new and improved roads are constructed to an 
appropriate design standard, the Speed Limit to apply to 
those roads should be consistent with that standard. For 
rural roads outside the 60km/h Speed Limit, the TII 
Publications apply. This divides roads into different 
types which are to be used as appropriate and depending on circumstances. These are set out 
in the following table with design speeds and appropriate Speed Limits: 

Design 

Speed 
Type Of Road Description Edge Treatment Total Paved 

Width 

Speed 

Limit 

85 Type 3 Single (6.0m) Carriageway 
0.5m x 2 

hard strips 
7m 80 

100 Type 2 Single (7.0m) Carriageway 
0.5m x 2 

hard strips 
8m 100 

100 Type 1 Single (7.3m) Carriageway 
2.5m x 2 

hard shoulders 
12.3 100 

100 Type 3 
Dual (7.0m + 3.5m) 

Primarily for retro fit projects 
1.0m x 2 

hard strips 
8m + 4m 100 

100 Type 2 Dual 
Dual 2 Lane Carriageways 

(2 x 7.0m) 
0.5m x 2 

hard strips 
7.5m x 2 100 

100 
(120) 

Type 1 Dual 
Dual 2 Lane Carriageways 

(2 x 7.0m) 
2.5m x 2 

hard shoulders 
9.5m x 2 

100 
(120) 

120 
Standard 

Motorway 
2 Lane (7.0m) (D2M) 

2.5m x 2 
hard shoulders 

9.5m x 2 120 

120 
Wide 

Motorway 
2 Lane (7.5m) (D2M) 

3.0m x 2 
hard shoulders 

10.5m x 2 120 

Table 7.5 ς TII Publications Design Standards ς Road Types 

Such road types are designed to meet a range of criteria to meet the requirement for the 
Design Speed.  These are set out in detail in the TII Publications.  See Appendix F. 
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7.3 Urban Roads 

 

        

       

Figure 7.14 ς Various Urban Roads (©2024 Google) 
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