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The role and strategies for traffic policing in road safety 
 

Professor Max Cameron 

 

Traffic law enforcement is different from non-traffic crime policing. In broad terms, traffic 

policing is focused on detecting and deterring behaviours associated with risk (i.e. increasing 

the risk of being involved in a crash or of sustaining injuries in a crash) but usually not 

necessarily influencing behaviours directly resulting in harm to people or property. Other 

crime policing is aimed at offences that generally involve behaviours directly resulting in 

harm to individuals or property (except in so-called “victimless” crimes). The focus of traffic 

law enforcement on risky behaviours places an imperative on legislators, police and the 

public being convinced that the road user behaviours are truly associated with an increased 

risk of harm. 

 

Traffic behaviours with risk of harm 

 

Drink-driving has been shown to be directly associated with a high risk of crashing, 

increasing exponentially with increasing blood alcohol concentrations (BACs). Fortunately, 

relatively few drivers on the road have illegal BACs (1-2% of night-time drivers), however, 

their risk is so high that this translated into 38% of killed drivers and riders in WA having a 

BAC of 0.05% or above, and 25% of killed drivers and riders in WA having a BAC at or 

above 0.15% at the end of the last decade [ref. 1]. 

 

Speeding is a much more common behaviour in WA, with nearly 50% of drivers exceeding 

speed limits in Perth during 2010. The risk of involvement in a casualty crash has also been 

shown to increase exponentially with increasing speed. High level speeding (i.e. more than 20 

km/h above the limit), coupled with the high injury severity in crashes at those speeds, results 

in the largest proportion of serious casualty crashes (i.e. those resulting in death or hospital 

admission) being attributable to high speeds [2]. A substantial proportion of casualty crashes 

is also attributable to low level speeding (i.e. up to 10 km/h above the limit), because this 

behaviour is so common. Mid-range speeding (i.e. 10-20 km/h above the limit), while less 

common, also contributes substantial proportions of casualty crashes, but not as great as the 

contribution of high level speeding to serious casualty crashes, even though this behaviour is 

least common (less than 1% of drivers in Perth). Thus, it is important to distinguish between 

the risks and harm associated with each level of speeding because this traffic behaviour is the 

most confused in the minds of the public. 

 

Many other traffic offences are associated with a high risk of harm (e.g. seat belt non-use), 

but most have not been shown to have increased risks associated with the “degree of 

offending”, unlike drink-driving and speeding. The exception is drug-driving, where recent 

research has shown increased risk of serious crash involvement associated with increasing 

levels of THC and with multiple combinations of impairing drugs (including alcohol) in the 

driver‟s blood stream [1]. 

 

Traffic policing in the criminal justice system 

 

The criminal justice system includes laws, police, courts (including administrative 

adjudication) and correction services (incarceration). The objectives of the system are [3]: 

 

1. Retribution: Punishment for a legally proscribed behaviour  
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2. Rehabilitation: Treatment of offenders to change behaviour  

3. Incapacitation: Placing offenders in a position that prevents re-offending  

4. Specific deterrence: Encouraging offenders, through experience of apprehension and 

the consequences, not to re-offend  

5. General deterrence: Influencing potential offenders, through fear of detection and the 

consequences, to avoid offending.  

 

Traffic law enforcement (by police) is mainly concerned with the last two objectives, namely: 

general and specific deterrence. The courts (and administrative adjudication) are mainly 

concerned with the first four, namely: specific deterrence, incapacitation, rehabilitation and 

retribution. Enforcement and the judiciary need each other to be effective. Deterrence of 

traffic offences needs there to be (at least the threat of) punishment when an offender is 

apprehended (or perceives a risk of apprehension). Courts contribute to general deterrence 

efforts by publicising the punishment of selected offenders for specified offences. 

 

Effective strategies for traffic policing 

 

Most of our knowledge about effective strategies for traffic law enforcement comes from 

extensive research on the enforcement of drink-driving and speeding. These two behaviours 

are classic examples of „fixed‟ and „transient‟ offences, respectively [3]. A „fixed‟ offence is 

one in which the driver is continuously offending due to his or her physiological state or legal 

status that cannot be overcome rapidly. A „transient‟ offence is a behaviour which the 

offending driver can choose to stop rapidly and not to participate in again for a period. The 

key „fixed‟ and „transient‟ offences associated with an increased risk of harm are: 

 Fixed offences: drink-driving, drug-driving, restraint non-use (by any occupant of the 

vehicle), unlicensed driving, helmet non-use, fatigued driving (where legally proscribed) 

 Transient offences: speeding, mobile phone use, red-light running. 

 

Research findings suggest that different „general
1
‟ effects on road trauma across the road 

system (in contrast with „local‟ effects at enforcement locations) can be achieved by traffic 

policing aimed at either general or specific deterrence, respectively, depending on the fixed 

or transient nature of the traffic offence targeted [4]. 

 

Nature of 
traffic 
offence 

Enforcement aimed at 
General Deterrence 

(raise fear of detection 
and punishment) 

Enforcement aimed at 
Specific Deterrence 

(apprehend and punish 
offenders to discourage 

re-offending) 

Fixed 
offences 

General effect if overt. 

Magnified if publicised. 

Weaker general effect. 

Transient 
offences 

Local effect if overt. 

General effect from 
multiple local effects. 

General effect if covert 
& many apprehensions. 

Magnified if publicised. 

 

                                                
1 A „general‟ effect affects the broader road system, while a „local‟ effect has a limited influence in the 

immediate vicinity of the enforcement operation. 
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Tactics for drink-driving enforcement 

 

Drink-driving with an illegal BAC is a „fixed‟ offence that in most cases a driver cannot stop 

doing for many hours if he or she continues driving (i.e. a high BAC is in place for several 

hours). Most drivers have not been previously apprehended for drink-driving and hence 

perceive the sanctions to be severe. Many such drivers believe that they could drive safely 

and inconspicuously with an illegal BAC and hence not draw the attention of Police to their 

drink-driving. However, they would be threatened by a form of Police surveillance that 

includes a risk of apprehension no matter how safely or inconspicuously they drive. Because 

the sanctions when apprehended are perceived to be severe, their risk of apprehension needs 

only to be perceived to be above zero (and not necessarily high) for the threat to result in a 

change in their behaviour. This change in behaviour could be either to not consume alcohol to 

an illegal BAC level before driving, or not to drive after reaching that BAC level. 

 

Random breath testing has been shown to be effective in persuading potential drink-drivers 

that there is a „non-zero‟ risk of being apprehended for drink-driving no matter how they 

drive or appear. For this reason, it is important that all potential drink-drivers perceive that 

they individually run a risk of being breath tested at random on each journey, no matter 

whether or not they drive in a manner, place or time that is stereotyped as likely to involve 

drink-driving. If they come to perceive that there is a „zero‟ risk of apprehension in specific 

locations, types of road or times of the week, they will attempt to capitalise on that apparent 

„zero‟ risk. Hence it is important that RBT operations, and the associated public 

communications, build and maintain the perception that there is a „non-zero‟ risk of 

apprehension of any drink-driver in any road location and any time of week. The actual RBT 

operations need not necessarily cover all types of locations and times, but the perception 

needs to be created that they do. 

 

Breath testing operations aimed at targeted driver types (e.g. previous offenders), locations 

and times can also raise the perceived risk of apprehension in the minds of potential drink-

drivers, through the mechanism of word-of-mouth communication from the targeted 

offenders. However, the principal objective of targeted breath testing is specific deterrence of 

actual drink-drivers, by prosecuting them with the aim that the apprehension and sanction 

then discourages them from re-offending. Unfortunately, in Australia the monetary fines and 

incapacitating sanctions (i.e. licence disqualification, vehicle impoundment, and alcohol 

interlocks) appear to be an insufficient deterrent or constraint to prevent most convicted 

drink-drivers from re-offending (or driving), even during the periods of incapacitation. It is 

for this reason that drink-driving enforcement aimed at specific deterrence has a weaker 

„general‟ effect across the driver population than RBT. 

 

Tactics for speeding enforcement 

 

Traditional speed enforcement operated visibly, usually at identified high risk locations, has 

strong „local‟ effects on road trauma, but no effect outside a limited range. A „general‟ effect 

on speeding across the whole road system is best achieved if there is a perceived risk of being 

apprehended when speeding in any place at any time [5]. This is best achieved by covert 

speed enforcement that can be moved to many locations. Because the sanctions for speeding 

(i.e. fines and demerit points) are not perceived as being particularly severe (at least less 

severe than for drink driving), individual drivers need to be apprehended and sanctioned 

many times in order for the cumulative impact of the sanctions to result in specific deterrence 

(hence discouraging offenders from re-offending). 
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Operational definition of random breath testing 

 

For the purpose of developing a KPI for the number of random breath tests conducted per 

annum, it is important to have an operational definition that reflects the intent of RBT to 

achieve general deterrence of drink-driving, as outlined above. To achieve this, it is important 

that all drivers passing an RBT station should perceive that there is some non-zero chance 

that they could have been stopped and been administered with a preliminary breath test 

(PBT). All PBTs conducted on drivers who are selected from the traffic stream, if each 

vehicle had a non-zero chance of being stopped, should be counted as random breath tests. 

 

It is possible that WA Police may develop or implement screening technology (e.g. use of 

ANPR) that allows them to identify approaching vehicles being driven by drivers (possibly 

owners) who have a high likelihood of being an illegal drink-driver (e.g. those with prior 

drink-driving offences). Such technology could be used to give higher priority to 

administering a PBT to such identified drivers, but should not be used (or, if used, become 

known) to select only those drivers for a PBT (or to de-select all or most other drivers). 

Drivers who are not selected by such screening technology should continue to have a non-

zero chance of being stopped (albeit a „lower‟ chance due to the operational capacities for 

testing) and should continue to perceive a non-zero chance of being tested. Although the 

drivers detected by the screening technology as having a high likelihood of being an illegal 

drink-driver may have a higher chance of being tested (based on operational decision-

making), unless the RBT station is being used for a highly targeted operation, their PBTs 

should also be counted as random breath tests. 

 

A separate issue is the locations and times of day for conducting RBT stations. It is highly 

desirable that potential drink-drivers perceive that they could be stopped and tested on any 

type of road at any time or day of the week. Operational constraints on the BaD bus locations 

limit their use to major roads. Recommendations have been made for the use of car-based 

RBT stations located on sub-arterial roads and residential streets, and for minimum numbers 

of hours of RBT per 100 square kilometres per week [1]. The use of RBT stations on lightly-

trafficked roads will limit the number of PBTs that can be conducted per operational hour, so 

it is important that the KPIs be multi-faceted and balanced to reflect hours of operation as 

well as PBTs conducted. Car and bus-based RBT operations should also be conducted to 

provide at least some coverage of all times of the week, notwithstanding that some times are 

lightly-trafficked and illegal drink-driving is known to be low during certain times. It needs 

to be perceived that all times are covered, not necessarily actually so. 

 

All other forms of preliminary breath testing, usually targeted at driver/vehicle types, 

locations and times that intelligence suggests are likely to involve illegal drink-driving, 

should be counted as non-random PBTs. 
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Distinguishing and Recording Random and Non Random Breath Testing 

 

 
Random Breath Testing (RBT) 
 

 
Non-Random Breath Testing 

Drivers have a non-zero chance of being stopped 
and breath tested. 
 
Drivers are randomly selected from a traffic 
stream. 
 
Screening (e.g. using technologies such as ANPR) 
may still be used as part of RBT operations (and 
tests recorded as an RBT) as long as drivers 
identified as ‘of interest’ are not more likely to 
be ‘stopped’ than other drivers, even if they are 
more likely than other drivers in a random line-
up to be ‘tested’. 
 
Should be monitored according to the following 
broad categories: 

 Static BaD bus 

 Static car-based 

 Mobile car-based 
 
Each broad category should be monitored 
according to the following specific categories: 

 WA Police region 

 Major vs. minor road type 
 
Record operational hours excluding ‘set-up’ 
time. 
 
Include a measure of the detection rate (i.e. the 
proportion of RBTs that were found on an 
evidentiary device to be ‘illegal’ as a proportion 
of the total RBTs collected). 
 
Include a measure of the prosecution rate (i.e. 
the number of prosecutions resulting from an 
RBT as a proportion of all RBTs collected). 
 
Collect comparable ROFTs according to the same 
criteria (may be predominantly at static BaD bus 
stations). 

Drivers are selected (based on predetermined 
operational criteria or on perceptions of officers) 
from a traffic stream (e.g. vehicle type, licence 
status, history of drink driving by vehicle owner). 
 
Aims to apprehend drink drivers with very high 
BACs. 
 
Should be monitored according to the following 
broad categories: 

 Static BaD bus 

 Static car-based 

 Mobile car-based 
 
Should be monitored according to the following 
specific categories: 

 WA Police region 

 Major vs. minor road type 
 
Record operational hours excluding ‘set-up’ 
time. 
 
Include a measure of the detection rate (i.e. the 
proportion of non-random PBTs that were found 
on an evidentiary device to be illegal as a 
proportion of the total non-random PBTs 
collected). 
 
Include a measure of the prosecution rate (i.e. 
the number of prosecutions resulting from a 
non-random PBT as a proportion of all non-
random PBTs collected). 
 
Collect comparable ROFTs according to the same 
criteria (may be predominantly at static BaD bus 
stations). 
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Planning Random Breath Testing (RBT) Operations 

 

Must be perceived to apply on any type of road on any day at any time (even if this is not actually 
the case). 
 
RBT must be highly visible and overt (exposed) and test a substantial proportion of passing 
motorists. 
 
90% of PBTs conducted must be random to achieve general deterrence. 
 
RBT operations should be conducted predominantly at static bus based locations or to utilise other 
static vehicles (e.g. cars). 
 

Urban area RBT Rural area RBT 

Must be conducted for at least 20 hours per 100 
km2 per week. 
 
Should not occur in the same location within a 2 
week period (makes use of the residual effect of 
RBT for at least 2 weeks at each test location). 
 
Car-based RBT must be used in conjunction with 
BaD bus operations particularly on sub arterial 
roads and residential streets where BaD buses 
are not perceived to operate. 
 

Should predominantly be car-based and cover 
minor and major roads. 
 
If BaD buses are used, they should be used in 
conjunction with car-based RBT on alternative 
roads. 
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