
The Vision Zero                                No loss of life is acceptable 
The Vision Zero is the Swedish approach to road safety thinking. It can be summarised in one sentence: No loss 

of life is acceptable. The Vision Zero approach has proven highly successful. It is based on the simple fact that we are 

human and make mistakes. The road system needs to keep us moving. But it must also be designed to protect us at 

every turn. 

 

Freedom to move                                   A matter of life and death 
Cars are a passion for people all over the world. They are a symbol of freedom and progress. The ability to 

move is crucial in every aspect of life and certainly ably the reason why the wheel was invented in the first place. 

Mobility is also one of the most important drivers of economic growth and prosperity. But the relationship between 

mobility and prosperity is reversible, too.  

Increased traffic 

The statistics clearly show that economic growth also leads to increased traffic. What happens when traffic increases 

is well known: congestion, pollution, climate change and, last but not least, death and serious injury. The statistics 

make truly painful reading. 

Higher death tolls 

Every year, more than 1 million people die in traffic-related accidents around the world. Today, road traffic is the 9th 

biggest cause of death worldwide. By 2030, the rise in vehicle ownership and use will see road traffic become the 5th 

largest cause of death, claiming more victims globally than AIDS and tuberculosis. For people aged between 15 and 

29, road traffic accidents are already the most common way to die. 

No more acceptance 

We know that road traffic is a deadly and daily threat. Why, then, do we not do more to counter it? For some reason 

we seem to be more accepting of fatalities on the roads. Would you get on a plane if you knew the risks were the 

same as on the road? Probably not. Some might argue this is the price we have to pay for mobility and freedom. We 

think not. There can be no moral justification for the death of one single person. You should be able to move freely - 

and feel safe at the same time. This is what the Vision Zero Initiative is all about. 

 
The Human Factor       People might fail, the road system should not 



The Vision Zero starts with a statement: we are human and we make mistakes. Our bodies are subject to 

biomechanical tolerance limits and simply not designed to travel at high-speed. Yet we do so anyway. An effective 

road safety system must always take human fallibility into account. 

People make mistakes 

An individual can feel nervous about standing on a chair to change a light bulb yet see a train coming and hurry to 

cross the rails. We have a very natural fear of heights, but lack the ability to judge velocity. We’re also naturally prone 

to be distracted and have our attention diverted by music, phone calls, smoking, passengers, insects, or events 

outside the car. On top of this, we just make silly mistakes. The human factor is always there – 365 days a year.  

Unreasonable risks 

Considering this, our road systems are allowing drivers to take risks way beyond our capability. Road systems are 

based on all the factors long known to pose hazards. They have an unclear responsibility chain that actually blames 

the victims for crashes and injuries. For example, our road systems allow cars to travel at 200 km/h just a metre or two 

behind the vehicle in front. They allow cars travelling at 100 km/h to pass a child standing a metre away - in the wet 

and not knowing if the driver is fit or understands the risks. 

Making errors part of the equation  

Only by designing the entire transport system to cater for human fallibility can we overcome these risks. Doing so will 

teach us how to manage kinetic energy in traffic systems and change road and vehicle design – separately and in 

unison.  

In every situation a person might fail - the road system should not. This is the core principle of the Vision Zero. 

 
The Vision Zero              Any loss of life in traffic is unacceptable 

Transport systems are traditionally designed for maximum capacity and mobility, not safety. This means road 

users are held responsible for their own safety. The Vision Zero Initiative takes the opposite approach. We place the 

main burden for safety on system design because we recognise human weaknesses and low tolerance to mechanical 

force. Ultimately, no one should die or suffer serious injury in traffic. 

From principle to law 

The Vision Zero was first conceived in 1994. Like all good ideas, this one travelled fast. Just three years later, 

Parliament passed a Road Traffic Safety Bill that wrote the Vision Zero into Swedish law. The bill sets an ultimate 

target of no deaths or serious injuries on Sweden’s roads, and is not merely content to reduce accidents to an 

economically manageable level. Sweden has since modelled its road safety reform strategy on the Vision Zero 

approach. 

Involving all of society 

The Vision Zero also means putting an emphasis on market options and less on government enforcement and traffic 

education, because we believe that people really do care about safety. Our approach has produced positive effects 

throughout society. Swedish people now drive more responsibly on the roads and our private sector competes to save 

lives. 



   
 
Does the Vision Zero work?                 The Swedish Experience 

The Vision Zero approach to road safety is highly effective. Sweden has one of the world’s lowest traffic-related 

fatality rates - and the statistics clearly show that safety does not compromise mobility. On the contrary, increased 

mobility actually depends on effective road safety.  

More traffic, fewer fatalities 

Traffic volume and fatality rates are partly linked to changes in economic growth. But we can clearly see that road 

deaths have continued to decrease despite a steady rise in traffic. This chart shows the growth in traffic volume (blue) 

and recorded traffic fatalities (yellow) from 1950 to the present day. 

Huge potential 

There are other positive effects. Fatalities involving unprotected pedestrians in Sweden have fallen by almost 50% in 

the last five years. The number of children killed in traffic accidents has also been cut. In 2008 the first traffic death 

involving a child did not occur until 22 October that year. And yet, the untapped potential remains huge. In Sweden, 

we could cut the death toll by a further 90% if we could eliminate technical system failures, failure to wear seat belts, 

speeding and drink driving - from 5 deaths per 100,000 to 0.5. This is what the Vision Zero is about: looking forward 

and creating strategies to take safety to new levels. 

The Swedish experience can be yours 

Every nation of course has its own set of issues to address in road safety. Specific conditions might differ from those 

in Sweden, but we believe that the will to protect the lives and health of men, women and children is a universal one. 

The Vision Zero Initiative offers you access to the experience and knowledge of those involved in Swedish road 

safety. Please see the Solutions or Get started sections for more information.  


