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How to explain the evolution of the french road safety policy over 60 
years by means of sociological institutionalism and public action 

analysis?

• Institutions and instruments for road safety
governance
– Risk regulation regimes as institutions

– Types of public management as instruments
• Public administration

• New public management

• New public governance

• Evolution of the french road safety policy in three
phases

• Conclusion



Road safety governance

• Road accident is a socio-technical risk that has to be
governed and regulated by state authorities

• Risk governance refers to the policy instruments and to 
the institutional structures by which decisions about 
risks are taken and implemented:
– set of laws, regulations, guidelines and actions taken by 

the governement through a road safety public policy
guided by a « societal vision »

– road safety organisations/institutions, such as a road 
safety committee (interministerial) or a road safety agency, 
often a public administration dedicated to the  
implementation of  the policy and the management of 
road safety system



Institutionalization and 
instrumentation

• The two processes which affect the change in the road 
safety policy making and implementation

• The first one relies on the development of rules and  
procedures which are going to frame the behaviors of 
the actors involved in road safety. 

• Especially it concerns the modes of regulation of the 
road risk. Such rules would guide the practice of actors
(organisations, groups, individuals) involved in road 
safety (public, private, associative).

• The road safety policies can be seen as a means of 
regulating relations between the automotive industry 
and other sectors. 



Institutions

• They are used to stabilize the modes of cooperation among actors 
through the game rules and representations of mutual issues. They 
will govern actors’ interactions and enable collective action. 

• They can be formal as  parliamentary standing committees 
(legislative power), ministerial cabinets (executive power) on issues 
of safety and transportation, or inter-ministerial committees on 
road safety. Or promoted by international or transnational 
institutions like WHO, UN, OECD, WB, … 

• These rules mainly concerns the modes of road risk regulation: 

– how the road risk is objectively defined and socially constructed ?

– What kind of actions and road safety measures either preventive or 
repressive can be taken and how ?

Robert Delorme, Sylvain Lassarre, A new theory of complexity for safety research. The case of the long-
lasting gap in road safety outcomes between France and Great Britain, Safety Science, Volume 70, 2014, 
Pages 488-503



What are the state actors ?

• on the etatist (dirigist) State, we find  the  political and 
administrative sectorial elites. Usually 
– a ministry (transport, interior, equipment) with its technocratic body, 
– or rather a department of the ministry which plays a central role and is 

delegated to manage and coordinate interministerial action.

• With the pluralist State, we must not overlook the interaction with 
interest groups (road users groups, car manufacturers,…),
– the organization of their own interest of which can describe as low  

(conflict / collusion) to strong (corporatism and nepotism) through 
average (lobbying / expertise).

• The role of elites in the plural state can be reduced to the 
management and control of these networks of organizations that 
know each other, and are under the influence of large industrial 
groups (car and truck companies and syndicates).



General Modes of regulating risk

Ian Bartle (2008) Risk-based regulation and better regulation in the UK: towards what model of risk regulation?



Evaluation of measures 
rather than public policies

• Effectiveness

• Efficiency

• Acceptability

• Rune Elvik, Truls Vaa The handbook of road safety measures

• World report on injury prevention  (WHO)

• Sharing road safety (CMF), OECD



Evidence-based policy 
Expertise and research

Kevin Krizek
Chapelon, J., Lassarre, S., (2010) Road 
safety in France: The hard path toward 
science-based policy. Safety Sci., 
doi:10.1016/j.ssci.2010.04.015. 



Safe system as an international normative approach 

OECD (2008) Towards 
Zero : Ambitious road 
safety targets through a 
safe system approch

Tony Bliss
Jean Breen
WB GRSP



Vision zero
or

zero risk does not exist ?



Instruments

• The second one relies on a set of policy instruments which 
take different form:
– legislative and regulatory (laws, strategies and programs),
– agreement and incentive-based (contracts),
– information and communication-based (forum)
– standards and best practices

• A policy instrument is a linkage between policy formulation 
and policy implementation. For exemple, statistics about 
accident with a structuration of the problem.

• The forms of Policy instruments are related to the types of 
public management practiced by the road safety agency



Lascoumes P., Le Gales P. (2007) Sociologie de l’action publique. Armand Colin.
Introduction: Understanding Public Policy through Its Instruments—From the Nature of 
Instruments to the Sociology of Public Policy Instrumentation. Governance: An 
International Journal of Policy, Administration, and Institutions, Vol. 20, No. 1, January 
2007 (pp. 1–21).



Main instrument in road safety policy 

• The adoption of a road safety strategy, first at national, then 
regional and local levels, because the road safety policy 
becomes increasingly multi-level. 

• The strategy is highlighted in the form of a strategic plan 
accompanied usually by a program of interventions.

• With Budget constraints
– Based on the work of the national road safety agency. A normative 

functional management model of such an agency has been provided 
and diffused by the World bank.

– There are other models and theories about the public management.



The WB management model of road safety



• three areas of intervention (safety standards and 
types of rules, required levels of performance and 
compliance regimes).

• six institutional functions. Each function is 
disaggregated into coordination sub-functions: 
horizontal, vertical, with the private sector and non-
governmental organizations, and with the 
Parliament. 



Types of Public management and 
organizational models

• Public administration
– the dominance of the ‘rule of law’;
– a focus on administering set rules and guidelines;
– a central role for the bureaucracy in policy making and 

implementation;
– the ‘politics – administration’ split within public 

organizations
– policy making and implementation are vertically 

integrated within government (hierarchy and silo)
– Existence of policy network (interest groups, 

politicians, administrators)



• New public management
– Rests on Economy, Effectiveness, Efficience

– making and implementation are at least partially 
articulated and disengaged

– implementation is through a collection of 
independent service units, ideally in competition. 
Contractualization.

– Emphasis on output control 
(evaluation/objectives/indicators) 

– Cost reduction

Carnis Laurent, Hamelin Fabrice. La politique de sécurité routière en Nouvelle-Zélande. Enjeux, 
contraintes et contradictions d'une réforme néo-managériale. In: Politiques et management public, vol. 
23, n° 4, 2005



• Digital Era Governance

– Use of Internet and social network

– Connecting Information systems

– Users’ needs and mutualisation



• New public governance
– predicated upon the existence of a plural state, where 

multiple inter-dependent and autonomous actors 
(with different interests and versatile opinion) 
contribute to the making and delivery of public 
services, and a pluralist state where multiple 
processes inform the policy making system

– governance network as the horizontal organisational 
form (leadership, cooperation, coproduction…)

– managerial innovation in network management 
(concepts, tools, structures)

– adapted to territory division



Stephen P. Osborne Professor (2006) The New Public Governance? , Public Management review , 8:3,
377-387, DOI: 10.1080/14719030600853022



Klijn, E.H. (2012), Public Management 
and Governance: a comparison of two 
paradigms to deal with modern complex 
problems in D. Levi Faur (ed) The 
handbook of governance, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press: 201-214



Evolution of the french
road safety policy

• Public action on road safety thus appears to be more 
sensitive to the successive ways in which the State 
has been modernised than to public definitions of 
the problem of road safety

• Three phases of road safety.

– Etatization 1960-1981  (right government)

– Participation of civil society 1981-2002 (left government)

– Recentralization of public action 2002- (right government)



Etatization 1960-1981

• At start a policy network with the Insurance sector as with an 
association «  Prévention routière »  the main actor (local 
governance)

• Ministère des travaux publics et des transports in charge of 
statistics (Police)

• Organisme national de sécurité routière (ONSER) an association 
created in 1962 by the public sector (justice, health, … on board of 
directors) without the car manufacturers. To ncrease the capacity in 
scientific expertise

• The car manufacturers Renault+Peugeot created in 1969 a joint 
research laboratory LAB

• Rationalising budgetary choices (RCB) by importation of the 
American PPBS model (Program Planning and Budgeting System) 
gave rise, in the early 1970s, to the first official public road safety 
policy



• in 1972 introduction of the Interministerial Delegate for road 
safety (DISR) who is the pivot of the national road safety 
policy in France. He provides the secretariat of the CISR, 
interministerial committee for road safety, headed by the 
Prime Minister, and created the same year.

• Development and implementation of the policy through 
national laws (speed limit, seat belt, alcohol and driving) 
monitored by ONSER by means of  driver behavioral surveys



Box 1: List of Interministerial Delegates 

Christian Gérondeau (1972-1982) (civil engineer) 

Pierre Mayet (1982-1985) (civil engineer) 

Pierre Denizet (1985-1987) (administrator) 

Pierre Graff (1987-1990) (civil engineer) 

Jean-Michel Bérard (1990-1995) (Prefect) 

Alain Bodon (1995-1998) (administrator) 

Isabelle Massin (1998-2003) (Urbanist) 

Remy Heitz (2003-2006) (Magistrate) 

Cécile Petit (2006-2008), (Magistrate) 

Michèle Merli (2008-2011) (Prefect) 

Jean-Luc Névache (2011-2012) (Prefect) 

Frédéric Péchenard (2012-2013) (Police Directorate) 

Jean-Robert Lopez (2014-2015) (Prefect) 

Emmanuel Barbe (2015-2020) (Magistrate) 

Marie Gautier-Melleray (2020-2022) (Maitre des requetes) 

Florence Guillaume (2022-)( General of the gendarmerie) 

 



Participation of civil society 1981-2002

• The Delegate chairs the French lead agency for road safety: 
Direction de la sécurité et de la circulation routière DSCR 
(department of traffic and road safety), created in 1982 within the 
Ministry of Public Works and Transport

• The delegate relies on the National Interministerial Observatory of 
Road Safety (ONISR) for all accident statistics and the use of target 
has been introduced since 1982

• In the context of decentralisation, road safety policy is being 
restructured around the need for society to participate in defining 
and implementing public action with the necessary introduction of 
a "local road safety policy” (Ville plus sûre, quartiers sans accidents
(safer and accident-free cities) traffic calming on urban network )

• The decentralization process knew a new development by the law 
voted in 2004 which authorized the transfer of 17000 km of 
national roads to départements (counties)



• Policy-makers are now relying on partnership and cooperation between a 
wider range of actors :motivated government employees, community 
activists and elected representatives. They were mobilised by means of 
contracts (Objective -10% for local communities) and incentives (REAGIR 
program), of which the PDASR (1987) became the main procedural 
instrument.

• the State apparatus is largely reduced to a function of " animating " public 
action in road safety oriented towards prevention. It is less interested in 
doing than in getting things done.

• Only the victims' associations, which came into being during this period, 
came out clearly in favour of a tougher repressive policy (enforcement).

• The growing importance of the European level in public action on road 
safety is reflected in the 1997-2002 reform plan entitled "Promoting road 
safety in the European Union". Benchmarking and importation of foreign 
solutions.



Centralisation and governance 2002- 

• The road safety policy evaluation group in June 2001 (inefficiency and 
corruption in the manual radar system), calls for the rapid adoption of 
measures for the automatic enforcement of speeding offences CSA
(innovative information and communication technologies) or speed 
camera program (SCP) 

• The head of state Chirac puts the problem of road safety back on the 
political agenda and the CSA can be seen as an innovative instrument for 
reaffirming the State's leadership in road safety policy

• In 2008, the lead agency changes name Delegation to traffic and road 
safety (DSCR). Since 2012, this delegation has been placed under the 
authority of the ministry of Interior.
– The delegation consists of three sub-departments: interministerial action, 

education, transversal affairs, and two services: communication, control. 
Competences in technical vehicle regulations, infrastructure and security road 
equipment are under the responsibility of the ministry of Ecology, Sustainable 
Development and Energy.

• New Public Management does not play a decisive role in the design and 
implementation of road safety policy in France, but new public 
governance does



• The Delegation provides also the secretariat of the National Road Safety 
Council (CNSR), created by a decree in 2001 and whose members include 
representatives of Parliament, ministries, local authorities, transport 
related businesses and NGOs (political commitment)

• The CNSR (assembly, bureau, commissions, expert committee) 
recommends actions, changes in rules, and asks for studies and 
evaluations, while the Delegation is in charge of the preparation of policy 
orientations which are discussed by the groupe interministériel permanent 
de la sécurité routière composed of the administrators of departments of 
different ministries concerned by road safety. Then an Inter-Ministerial 
Road Safety Committee (CISR), placed under the Prime Minister 
responsibility, with a delegation to the Minister of Interior, is organized 
once or twice a year to adopt policy orientations.



• Road safety strategy is defined through a transversal policy document 
(DPT) under the signature of the Minister of the Interior (2014). 

• This document is supplemented by the Annual Performance Project (PAP) 
of the Program 207 Road safety and education, under the signature of the 
Interministerial Delegate. For each program, ministry must submit some 
documents to Parliament: the PAP and the annual performance report 
(RAP).

• Difficulties to implement the 80km/h speed limit on main rural 
roads

Box 2: Objectives for a Road Safety Policy 
REDUCING THE ROAD ACCIDENTALITY 
OBJECTIVE 1: Mobilizing all of society on road safety to reduce the number of accidents and road deaths 
IMPROVING DRIVER TRAINING 
OBJECTIVE 2: Improving driving license delivery as part of the development of road safety education 
throughout life 
FIGHTING FAILURE TO COMPLY THE HIGHWAY CODE 
OBJECTIVE 3: Ensuring the effectiveness of automated control system in terms of compliance with the rules of 
the Highway Code 
OBJECTIVE 4: Enhancing the effectiveness in the fight against road accidents 



Conclusion

• Diffusion of Normative models from international 
institutions (World Bank, WHO, ISO) about risk 
governance and regulation

• Each country finds its own way through evolution from 
classic public administration

• Past economic rationality Cost/benefits  and 
technocratic  stance no more dominant. Replaced by 
– New Public Management  (services delivery and 

performance indicators)

– Participative governance and integrative policy on the way 
for sustainable development 
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