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Safer Driving Handbook 
 

1. Safer Driving 
 

Seat belts 
 

Make sure that everyone, including rear seat 
passengers, wears a seat belt on every journey. 
This applies in all vehicles including vans, cars, 
and larger vehicles which have seat belts fitted. 

 
In a crash at just 30 mph, an unrestrained person 
is thrown forward with a force 30 to 60 times their 
body weight.  They are thrown about inside the 
vehicle, injuring themselves and quite possibly 
seriously injuring other occupants. They could 
also be ejected from the car through one of the windows. Seat belts save thousands 
of lives every year.   

 
Drivers caught without a seatbelt face on-the-spot fines of £100.  If prosecuted, the 
maximum fine is £500. 

 
Head restraints 

 
Adjust your head restraint correctly, and check that every passenger has their head 
restraint correctly adjusted. The top of the head restraint should be level with the top 
of your head and it should be as close to the back of your head as possible. This will 
help to protect against whiplash, and prevent long-term injuries. 
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Driving position and Ergonomics 

 
You should be able to see and reach all of the controls comfortably. 
Good all-round, unobstructed, visibility is vital.  Check that your view is not obstructed 
by objects such as stickers or sat navs, and that sat navs are not placed where they 
might be hit and flung forward by an airbag. 

 
Look at the dashboard when you start the car and check which lights illuminate. If you 
are not familiar with the vehicle, check the handbook to ensure you know what the 
different lights mean. 

 
Remember – the most common cause of vehicle breakdown is simple neglect.  

 

 
 

Good Driving 
 

Almost all road crashes involve human error, ranging from simple, ‘honest’ mistakes 
to deliberate, dangerous and illegal behaviour. 
 
Driving is a very personal thing; we all have our own views, attitudes and habits. 
 
Our attitude as drivers, how we deal with our own mistakes and our reaction to those 
made by other people, will all influence our own safety and wellbeing and that of other 
road users around us.  Our emotional mood also influences our behaviour; drivers 
commonly express how they feel in the way they drive.  Traffic delays and congestion 
can also influence our frame of mind.  Life stresses, such as relationship anxieties, 
financial or employment problems, domestic or workplace arguments, influence our 
mood and can affect our driving. 
 
Plan time into journeys in case you are delayed by traffic, this can help to relieve the 
pressure you feel when running late. 
 
Be tolerant towards others as anger will affect your judgement.  Accept that drivers 
(including you!) make honest mistakes and have lapses in concentration.  Be 
courteous and thank others for their courtesy. 
 
Eco-Driving Tips 

 
Good, safe driving is also good eco driving.  It uses less fuel and so saves you money 
and lowers emissions thereby helping the environment. 
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Before you start: 
 

• Keep your vehicle well-maintained and serviced and check the tyre pressures 
regularly; 

• Avoid carrying unnecessary weight in the vehicle (check what’s in the boot) and 
only use roof racks and boxes if necessary; 

• Plan your route, so you don’t do unnecessary miles, and avoid short journeys 
when possible (a cold engine uses more fuel). 

 
During the drive: 

 
• Drive away immediately when starting from cold – don’t leave your car idling; 
• Read the road ahead so you can keep moving as much as possible, and avoid 

harsh acceleration and braking; 
• Accelerate gently and decelerate smoothly; 
• Change gear as soon as possible without labouring the engine; 
• Only use the air conditioning if you really need to.  Turn off electrical equipment, 

such as heated rear windscreen, demister blowers and headlights, when you 
don’t need them; 

• Stay within speed limits.  Driving at 70mph uses up to 9% more fuel than 60mph 
and up to 15% more than 50mph.  Cruising at 80mph can use up to 25% more 
fuel than at 70mph. 

 
Safe Speed 

 
Around 350 fatal road accidents are caused annually by drivers or riders exceeding 
the speed limit, and more than 400 are caused by driving too fast for the conditions. 
 
When travelling at higher speeds, you have less time to identify and react to what is 
happening around you.  It takes longer to stop, and if there is a crash, it is more severe, 
causing greater injury to you, your passengers and any pedestrian or rider hit. 

 
Higher speeds also magnify other errors, such as close-following or fatigue or 
distraction, thus multiplying the chances of causing a crash.  Drivers who ‘speed’ crash 
more often than those who don’t.   
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Speed Limits 
 

Always stay within speed limits.  Speed limits set the maximum speed for that road, 
but there are many circumstances when it is not safe to drive at that speed (for 
example, around schools at opening and closing times, on busy, narrow roads, and on 
rural roads which are bendy and hilly and where visibility is restricted, or during poor 
weather). 
 
Make sure you know the speed limit of the roads you are using.  Far too many drivers 
caught speeding complain that they thought the road had a higher speed limit (e.g. 
40mph instead of 30mph).  In many cases, the nature of the road does not indicate the 
speed limit.  In urban areas, for example, dual carriageways can have limits of 30mph, 
40mph, 50mph, 60mph or 70mph.  When driving on street-lit roads, assume the limit 
is 30mph until you see a sign saying otherwise.  But, remember the limit could be lower 
– 20mph. 
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If you are not sure assume the limit is lower until you see a sign.  Also, make sure that 
you know the speed limits for the vehicle you are driving. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Plan your journey to allow time to complete it (including rest breaks and foreseeable 
weather and traffic conditions) 
at safe speeds and without 
needing to exceed speed limits.  
 
Your journey time is determined 
much more by your average 
speed during the whole journey 
than your maximum speed for 
part of it. This is especially the 
case in urban areas, where you 
constantly have to slow down 
for junctions, traffic lights and 
other road users. Knowing that 
you have plenty of time to 
complete your journey will help 
you to relax and avoid the 
temptation to push your speed.  

 
Distractions 

 
Driving requires your full concentration all of the time. Trying to do something else 
while driving will distract you, slow your reactions and make a crash more likely. 

 
Poor Weather 

 
The weather can cause all sorts of driving hazards, especially reduced visibility and 
slippery road surfaces. We need to adjust our driving accordingly. 

 
Poor weather occurs throughout the year, but it’s a good idea to have your vehicle fully 
serviced before winter starts and have the anti-freeze tested. Check that your lights 
are clean and working. Make sure your battery is fully charged. Always keep the 
windscreen and windows clean and the washer bottle filled with screen wash to the 
correct concentration to prevent the solution freezing.  Be especially vigilant about your 
tread depth and wear to your tyres during the winter period. 
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Think about taking warm clothes, 
boots and a torch – it could be a long 
walk to a phone, if you don’t have a 
mobile phone. Consider keeping a 
couple of long-life energy bars in the 
glove box. Clear your windows and 
mirrors completely of snow and ice 
before you set off. (Make sure the 
heater is blowing warm air before 
setting off – it will keep your 
windscreen clear). 
 
Rain 

 
Rain reduces your ability to see and greatly increases 
the distance required to slow down and stop. 
Remember that you will need about TWICE your 
normal braking distance. There is an increased risk 
of skidding and, in heavy rain, aquaplaning. Use 
windscreen wipers, washers and dipped headlights; 
drive smoothly and plan your moves in plenty of time.  

 
Aquaplaning 

 
Aquaplaning is caused by driving too fast into surface water. When the tyre tread 
cannot channel away enough water, the tyre(s) lose contact with the road and your car 
will float on a wedge of water. Aquaplaning can be avoided by reducing speed in wet 
conditions. Having the correct tyre pressure and tyre tread depth will maximise your 
tyres’ ability to maintain their road grip. If it happens, ease off the accelerator and 
brakes until your speed drops sufficiently for the car tyres to make contact with the 
road again. 
 
Flooded Roads 

 
Avoid the deepest water – which is usually 
near the kerb. Don’t attempt to cross if the 
water seems too deep. If you are not sure of 
the water’s depth, look for an alternative 
route. If you decide to risk it, drive slowly in 
first gear but keep the engine speed high by 
slipping the clutch – this will stop you from 
stalling. Be aware of the bow wave from 
approaching vehicles – operate an informal 
‘give way’ with approaching vehicles. 
 
Remember to test your brakes when you are 
through the flood. 
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Snow and Ice 
 

Hail, heavy snow and rain all reduce visibility – use dipped headlights. Only travel at a 
speed at which you can stop within the distance you can see to be clear; 
 

• Keep your vehicle well-ventilated. The car heater full-on can quickly make you 
drowsy; 

• Always reduce your speed smoothly and in plenty of time on slippery surfaces; 
• Avoid harsh braking and acceleration, or sharp steering; 
• Slow down in plenty of time before bends and corners; 
• To slow down on ice and snow without locking your wheels, squeeze the brake 

pedal very gently until the speed has dropped, then select a lower gear; 
• Increase the gap between you and the vehicle in front. You may need up to 

TEN TIMES the normal distance for braking. In snow, stop frequently to clean 
the windows, wheel arches, lights and number plates; 

• Keep your speed down and give yourself time. 
 

You may want to consider keeping a small spade in your car in case of snow. 
 
Fog 

 
Avoid driving in severe fog unless your journey is absolutely necessary. If you must 
drive: 
 

• Follow weather forecasts and general advice to drivers in the local and national 
media; 

• Allow plenty of extra time for your journey; 
• Check your car before you set off. Make sure everything is in good working 

order, especially the lights; 
• Reduce your speed and keep it down; 
• Switch on headlights and fog lamps if visibility is reduced; 
• If you can see the vehicles to your rear, the drivers behind can see you – switch 

off your rear fog lamps to avoid dazzling them; 
• Use the demister and windscreen wipers; 
• Do not ‘hang on’ to the rear lights of the car in front as you will be too close to 

be able to brake safely; 
• Switch off distracting noises and open the window slightly so that you can listen 

for other traffic, especially at crossroads and junctions; 
• Beware of speeding up immediately visibility improves slightly. In patchy fog 

you could find yourself ‘driving blind’ again only moments later; 
• If you break down, inform the police and get the vehicle off the road as soon as 

possible. Never park on the road in fog and never leave it without warning lights 
of some kind if it is on the wrong side of the road. 



  

 

 

 

Health and Safety Service Guidance G44 (V1.0 November 2019) 8 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal Safety 
 

• Take a mobile phone with you for emergencies, but of course never use it while 
actually driving; 

• Don’t pick up hitchhikers or offer lifts to people you do not know; 
• Keep valuables and bags out of sight and out of reach. 

 
It is better not to keep the car doors locked while driving, except in slow moving or 
stationary traffic if you feel vulnerable.  But, always lock the door when you are away 
from the vehicle – even when paying for fuel. 
 
Safe Parking 

 
The golden rule is to ensure that others can see you.  Consider the time you will be 
returning to your vehicle – a safe place during daylight may be quite different at night. 

 
Car Parks 
 
Choose a car park that is close to your final destination. Many car parks have won 
safety awards having attendants, CCTV, and good lighting. Note what time the car 
park closes. 

 
Lock your doors and close the windows as you enter the car park. 
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If possible, choose a location that is: 
 

• Visible to other people; 
• In an open area, so that you have a good all-

round view; 
• Well-lit; 
• Not close to bushes or dark corners. 

 
In multi-storey car parks choose a space that is: 

 
• Near the manned kiosk, if there is one; 
• Close to the exit level required. 

 
Reverse into your chosen space if possible, so you can pull away more easily. 

 
To minimise the risk of damage to your vehicle, park next to a fixed object and consider 
the position of the vehicle on the other side of your intended space.  Think about pulling 
in your wing mirrors, but remember to pull them out again before driving off. 
 
Leaving the Vehicle 

 
• Listen and look around before getting out; 
• Put all valuable items out of sight, e.g. in the boot. Lock all doors, windows and 

the sunroof. 
 
Note the name of the street and/or car park and the level you parked on. 
 
Returning to the Vehicle 
 
If you are alone, try to follow a group. Approach the vehicle with your keys in your hand 
so you can get in quickly if necessary. Check the vehicle as you approach. If there are 
any signs of it having being tampered with, do not get in – call the Police. 

 
If you have one, keep a personal attack alarm to hand – it’s no good at the bottom of 
a bag! 
 
Road Rage 

 
Avoid getting into conflict with another driver. There will be some bad drivers who are 
looking for a reaction or conflict. “Competing” with another driver could lead to the 
incident becoming serious. Keep your mind focused on your driving. 

 
Do not overreact to, or panic about, another driver’s error, bad driving or poor attitude. 
They may be unaware of their actions. Try to stay away from them and concentrate on 
your driving. 

 
Stay calm and think logically – when confronted by an irate driver don’t engage in 
gestures, headlight flashing or sounding the horn as this will serve no purpose and 
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may exacerbate the situation. It will also distract you. Concentrate on driving 
responsibly. 

 
Refrain from eye contact with an angry or aggressive driver as this has the potential to 
make the situation worse. 

 
If you find you are being followed by an impatient driver (tailgated) – do not allow 
yourself to be “pushed” along, intimidated or made to increase your speed. Without 
actually pulling over or stopping – find a safe opportunity to allow that driver to pass. 
Circumnavigating a roundabout to enable a tailgater to get past you will add little time 
to your journey but can make a significant difference to stress levels. 

 
If you find that you are being persistently followed by an aggressive driver – try to make 
your way to a public place, police station or busy street and if necessary call the Police. 
Do not allow an aggressive driver to follow you home. 

 
Under no circumstances endanger yourself by getting out of the car to deal with an 
angry or aggressive driver. If confronted with a road rage situation remain in the car 
with the windows closed and door locked. If necessary, call for help on a mobile phone 
(not while driving). 

 
If you accidentally cause another driver to become angry – hold up your whole hand 
as a friendly acknowledgement of your mistake – this can diffuse the situation. 

 
If your mood is affected by an incident during your journey, once you have moved away 
from any danger, find an opportunity to stop and take time out. 

 
After your Journey 

 
If you are able to recognise when you’re becoming stressed, angry or impatient while 
driving, you will be better-equipped to deal with these emotions.  Try to find time 
occasionally to reflect on your driving and how mood or stress has affected your 
actions. 
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