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Reporter:  Allan Urry 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

URRY: More than three and a half thousand people die every 

year on our roads, and a further thirty thousand are badly hurt. Although Britain’s safety 

record is said to be amongst the best in the world, the government has set a target of 

reducing road deaths and serious injuries by 40%. Excessive speed and driver error are 

held to be the main culprits, but how much is the road itself contributing to those 

casualties? Tonight we ask, is there a killer beneath our wheels? 

 

MASON: There was no control.  The pedals didn’t do anything, 

the steering wheel didn’t have any effect at all.  And I remember, as it started to happen, I 

realised I was in a dangerous situation.  I was facing the wrong way, I was looking at the 

headlights coming towards me. 

 

URRY: An investigation by File on 4 has brought to light 

some of the hidden dangers to motorists.  We’ve discovered some newer roads are actually 

slippery when dry. Why are we laying hundreds of miles of new surfacing considered by 

some other countries to be potentially dangerous?  With repairs and maintenance on the 

nation’s road network at an all time low, are we putting enough emphasis on the fabric of 

our highways? 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 
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ACTUALITY OF ENGINE STARTING 

 

TAYLOR: My name’s Jon Taylor.  I have been riding now for 

34 years.  I have been training motorcyclists since 1978.  I was a police motorcyclist for 23 

years, class 1 advanced driver, and I’ve done courses … 

 

URRY: Jon Taylor’s motorcycling credentials could hardly 

be more impressive.  He teaches the best of the best.  He was polishing the skills of one of 

his most experienced pupils, Graham Jordon when tragedy struck on a country lane in 

West Sussex. 

 

ACTUALITY ON MOTORBIKE 

 

TAYLOR: I’m travelling on the same section of road that I did 

back in August 2002 with Graham.  Graham was positioned towards the outside, getting a 

good view into the bend.  He wasn’t going particularly fast.  As Graham went into that 

bend, he had to reduce his speed slightly with the brakes, and instantly he fell off his 

machine and slid underneath a car coming the other way.  I pulled in, much as I’m doing at 

the moment, and rushed back to see if I could help him, but unfortunately it was too late. 

 

URRY: Graham Jordon, a 52 year old father of two died at 

the scene of the crash. While emergency services tried in vain to save his life, Jon Taylor 

was left wondering how it could have happened. 

 

TAYLOR: I was completely happy with the speed he was going.  

I just couldn’t see any reason for it at all.  Once the paramedics arrived, I then went back 

and looked at his bike, because I was still at that stage completely shocked as to why it 

should ever have happened.  I could see no obvious reason for it.  And I went back and I 

had a look at his bike.  I noticed that there was about a 6” or 8” section of the front tyre 

that appeared to be wet. It was wet tar.  Once I had seen this, to me that explained the way 

the bike went down.  If a bike goes down because the front tyre has lost grip, then it just 

goes straight down, and that’s exactly what it did on the day. 

 



 3

 

URRY: What was on the road was something known as 

overbanding - it’s a form of sealant put into joins to protect from weather damage. 

Motorcyclists, among the most vulnerable of road users, know overbanding can be 

slippery in certain conditions, and that’s why it has to be laid to prescribed specifications 

relating to width, depth and skid resistance.  But this hadn’t been. 

  

TAYLOR: There was a large trench that had been repaired with 

overbanding down the centre of Graham’s lane.  When I examined this particular section, 

it was like freshly chewed chewing gum.  It was really soft to the touch.  And from the 

coroner’s court, the police officer described when he tried to measure the temperature of it, 

his thermometer sank into it, so that’s the sort of consistency we’re talking about. 

 

URRY: The road repairs had been done following an 

extensive programme of mains replacement, ordered by the utilities company, Southern 

Water. They employed contractors who sub-contracted to others.  But there’s a patchwork 

of responsibilities for safety of the roads. West Sussex County Council also have statutory 

duties. An inquest was told overbanding was one of the contributing factors in the 

accident. But the Council’s Assistant Head of Highways and Transportation,  

Roger England, suggests other evidence heard by the coroner meant one of Britain’s most 

accomplished motorcyclists was at fault. 

 

ENGLAND: Mr Jordon clearly was going into that area a bit too 

quickly, in my opinion … 

 

URRY: You’re an advanced motorcycle trainer, are you 

then? 

 

ENGLAND: I’m not, no. 

 

URRY: Well according to the advanced motorcycle trainer 

who was just a few yards behind him, he took a perfect line at a perfectly reasonable 

speed. 
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ENGLAND: My opinion is that the skid occurred before the 

overbanding.  If he had been going into the corner at the right speed, he shouldn’t have 

needed to brake so violently. 

 

URRY: He hit the overbanding and his bike immediately 

went down.  There was a patch of wet tar on his bike and that is what caused his bike to go 

down.  Motorcyclists are entitled to brake when they are going round corners, aren’t they? 

 

ENGLAND: They should approach the corner at the correct speed, 

and possibly the fact that Mr Jordon actually skidded on the road surface, not on the 

overbanding but on the road surface, perhaps indicated he was going a little bit too 

quickly. 

 

URRY: The inquest heard one of the sub-contractors had 

improperly laid the overbanding, which also didn’t have the required skid resistance on the 

section of road, the B2139, at a place called Dukes Hill, near Thakeham. A verdict of 

accidental death was recorded. There was also a police investigation. Southern Water were 

fined £500 by magistrates for their part in failing to ensure the highway was replaced to 

proper standards. But what made matters worse for Graham Jordon’s bereaved family was 

that just weeks prior to his death, another motorcyclist had come off on the same stretch of 

road and made a detailed complaint to the council, hoping they’d pay up for the £2,500 

worth of damage caused to his new motorbike.  

 

ACTUALITY OF JOE KILLNER WITH PHOTOS 

 

KILLNER: This was taken the day after I fell off my motorbike.  

These pictures obviously paint a thousand words.  And I’ve actually highlighted one, two, 

three, four mentions of overbanding.  I’ve given them an index of what the photographs 

are with all the hazards, they’ve got photographs, and you’ve only got to match the two 

together. 

 

URRY: Joe Killner, the motorcyclist, sent a series of 

photographs to the council, showing manhole covers, potholes, a crumbling road edge and 

overbanding, all of which he considered hazards.  But the council took a different view. 
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URRY cont: West Sussex regularly inspects its road, monthly in 

the case of the B2139. The road works had finished two months before Joe Killner’s 

mishap yet a routine inspection recorded no dangers.  Mr Killner was even more 

incredulous when the council then told him a specific inspection, carried out in response to 

his complaints, had found: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Nothing wrong with the surface.  

 

URRY: Seven weeks later, Graham Jordon lost his life on the 

same stretch at Dukes Hill.   

 

KILLNER: I actually put words to the effect that if you don’t do 

something about the road, someone will have a serious accident, and those words came 

back to haunt me unfortunately.  I mean I was very upset and very angry. 

 

URRY: Is there any way, do you think, that the concerns that 

you raised could have been misunderstood, misinterpreted? 

 

KILLNER: No way.  You’ve got specialists who know all about 

roads, they should be able to spot the faults that I’ve highlighted to them.  Apart from 

digging the road up and sending them a portion of it off, I can’t see what else I can do. 

 

URRY: Because what they’re saying in this letter really is 

that until you pointed out to us that there was a problem here, we really didn’t know about 

it, even though we inspected the road on the 5th June, which is what, three weeks before 

your accident. 

 

KILLNER: That’s correct. 

 

URRY: Could they have missed this?  These photographs 

that you’ve taken of the problems that you saw? 

 

KILLNER: The only way you could miss that is if you were 

blind.  It’s that obvious. 
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URRY: Roger England of West Sussex Council still 

maintains there were no hazards on the road. 

 

ENGLAND: At the time we looked at that inspection visually, our 

trained inspector did not consider that it warranted immediate intervention.  It was not an 

immediate hazard in our view. 

 

URRY: Do you accept now that you’ve made a mistake about 

that? 

 

ENGLAND: No, I don’t think we did make a mistake. 

 

URRY: What do you mean, potholes, manhole covers placed 

in ways which force motorcyclists to take an inappropriate line into that corner, 

overbanding again in places where motorcyclists would inevitably have to ride over in 

order to take that corner – that didn’t appear to your inspector to pose any danger to 

motorcyclists? 

 

ENGLAND: They were not hazardous defects.  The manhole, the 

potholes, the overbanding was not, in our view, at the time of the inspection that we 

carried out, a hazard to motorists or to motorcyclists for that matter. 

 

URRY: What you’re doing, when people write in with 

detailed complaints, like the motorcyclist Joe Killner, is saying, ‘Well, providing we’ve 

had an inspection and providing that inspection has shown no problem, we are not liable.’  

You’re using your inspection process as a way to defend yourself rather than actually 

fixing the roads. 

 

ENGLAND: I disagree entirely.  We are committed to improving 

road safety on our roads, and we will respond to any report that we get to try and keep our 

roads as safe as we can.  Safety is our top priority. 

 

URRY: The issue could be tested in the civil courts, as  

Mr Jordon’s widow is considering taking legal action.  But the hidden dangers to drivers 

aren’t just when the roads have been dug up. 
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ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

URRY: I’m on the A477, a main road through South West 

Wales, which gets you close to the beauty spots on the Pembrokeshire coast. With me in 

the car is a police officer, Steven Rogers, who’s driven this road often, and he knows it’s 

the scene of many accidents.  There’s a warning sign here about a right hand bend … 

 

ROGERS: Yes, and you’ve got some chevrons. 

 

URRY: Quite high trees on either side … 

 

ROGERS: Yes, it’s a bit eerie. 

 

URRY: But it’s the road surface itself that’s slippery, it’s a 

problem. 

 

ROGERS: As you’ve just driven along here now, a quarter of a 

mile, there’s no defects on the road, the road looks adequate.  It’s damp, there’s a few bald 

parts here and there where you can see the tarmacadam has come to the surface.  But other 

than that, the ride quality is fine.  So if I was to apply my brakes or to do anything to get 

out of an emergency situation, you would expect that road surface to be of a reasonable 

standard and it should allow you to do that. 

 

URRY: But it didn’t. Stretches of the A477 became a Jekyll 

and Hyde road - fine in the dry, but at night or in the early morning when damp, it was 

lethal.  It was early one morning when a car driven by a young woman, Phillipa Alderman, 

crashed. Her two and a half year old daughter, Chloe, who was in the back, was killed, and 

Phillipa was badly injured.  The child’s grandfather, Peter Scourfield, knew there was no 

apparent defect on Phillipa’s car.  

 

SCOURFIELD: At the scene I just couldn’t make any sense of what 

had gone wrong, what had happened.  She had come down a long straight, she had gone 

round a very slight left-handed bend and she had come off the bend and straight across the 

road at about 30 degrees for around about fifty, fifty-three metres before she had hit the  
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SCOURFIELD cont: tree.  There was no other vehicle involved.  I 

couldn’t work out why she had skid so far before hitting the tree.  The garage or somebody 

had said to me at the time they’d give impact into the tree at between 48 and 50 miles an 

hour, whereas I know she wouldn’t have been coming down the road … if she’d been 

doing 50 miles an hour.  It just didn’t make sense. 

 

URRY: A police investigation failed to find anything wrong 

with the road, partly because it was tested in dry conditions.  The darker side of its nature 

might not have become apparent, but for the fact that Peter Scourfield is a retired civil 

engineer, who’s spent most of his working life in road construction.  He began to 

investigate himself. 

 

SCOURFEILD: Chloe’s accident was number ten.  There had been 

nine previous serious accidents prior to that.  I contacted a local garage then and they said, 

oh yes, you know, we’ve had quite a few vehicles out of the river, you know, the river by 

the side of the road.  It was then I really started to do my homework and went round the 

rest of the garages and found out exactly how many vehicles had been removed.  At that 

stage I believe there had been something like eighteen or twenty accidents on that spot.  

There’s accidents on every bit of road.  If you have accidents in the same spot, somebody 

should look at it. 

 

URRY: Because of his background in road construction,  

Mr Scourfield knew the local highways authority, the West Wales Trunk Roads Agency, 

had to perform regular skid tests to check for grip.  He asked the Agency for the results of 

those tests, because the problem wasn’t a visible one. 

 

SCOURFIELD: I got the results back from the Highways, and I could 

see that now there was a major problem.  They said that the road wasn’t ideal.  Later on 

through the summer they did more tests, but every test was showing them that there was a 

fault there.  I actually said to them, when they told me that they hadn’t intended doing 

anything at the immediate time, I said to them, ‘Well, you know, what are you going to do 

when we have more serious accidents and maybe another fatality?’ and the gentleman 

from the Highways said to me, ‘Well, let’s hope that doesn’t happen.’  I said, ‘Well, I 

think it’s going to happen.’  And it did. 
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URRY: The numbers of serious accidents continued to rise. 

The Highways Authorities dithered, ordering yet more tests, and not fixing the road 

straightaway.  Then, six months after Chloe was killed, a female passenger lost her life in a 

car crash at the same spot. She was the wife of PC Steven Rogers, and it was he who was 

behind the wheel, off duty at 8.30 in the evening. 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

ROGERS: If you put your full beam on now, you can see that 

the road is starting to go to the right. 

 

URRY: Yes. 

 

ROGERS: Where the car is now … 

 

URRY: It’s not actually much of a turn, is it really? 

 

ROGERS: No.  Now if you put your full beam on again, see the 

entrance here to the … cottage here? 

 

URRY: I’ve slowed down … 

 

ROGERS: I lost control exactly here, where that fence is there, 

where those flowers are on that tree, that’s where I ended up.  All I remember about the 

accident was feeling the car going sideways, some tremendous G-forces being involved.  I 

remember extreme pain, then the next thing I remember then was being in the hospital and 

basically I recall when I saw the monitors going flatline on my wife.  I knew she was 

already dead but was just being kept alive by the ambulance personnel, and then I 

collapsed. 

 

URRY: It nearly cost you your life as well. 

 

ROGERS: Yes.  I had quite a number of injuries and they only 

gave me a 40% chance of surviving. 
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URRY: Steven Rogers was interviewed by officers from his 

own force on suspicion of causing the death by dangerous driving of his wife.  But the 

concerns raised by Peter Scourfield and others, including a local MP, put an end to those 

suspicions. Although the Highways Authorities had the road repaired days after the crash, 

they continued to deny liability, so Steven Rogers took them to court. 

 

ROGERS: I didn’t know how it had happened, but nevertheless 

I knew that my wife and partner of twelve years had died as a result of that accident, and 

that all I wanted was to be told that the accident was not my fault.  And it ended up then 

going to court.  I had a three day trial in Cardiff, which I won.  I then won the first appeal 

again in Cardiff a couple of months later, and then went to the High Court in London.  So 

through all of these inquests and the trials that I’ve had, I’ve had the highest court in the 

land say that it wasn’t my fault. 

 

URRY: Mr Rogers was awarded £55,000 damages. Judges 

found the Highways Authorities had enough information after little Chloe died to have 

taken urgent action, but they took too long to put the road right.  It had previously been 

laid with the wrong sort of stone mixed into it, which wore smooth too quickly and was 

unable to provide proper grip in the wet.  Although this happened some years ago, the final 

judgement only came last year in the Appeals Courts. The National Assembly for Wales, 

and its predecessor the Welsh Office, which have ultimate responsibility for roads, fought 

Steven Rogers all the way.  We wanted to ask a minister in the Welsh Assembly about 

why their Highways Agencies seemed so reluctant to accept responsibility for failing to 

make repairs in a timely manner, but we were told no one would be interviewed. We asked 

for a statement, but it never arrived.  It’s not only the A477 in Wales which has been 

substandard. Many other roads around Britain are now below accepted levels of skid 

resistance. According to Paul Watters of the AA motoring trust, the Government’s own 

figures show the problem is far more widespread. 

 

WATTERS: I think road surfaces are a hidden menace to road 

users, and I think perhaps we don’t know the half of it, to be honest with you.  What we do 

know from the Government’s own survey is that just under 20% of main roads in England 

have skid resistance below an investigatory level. 

 

URRY: What does that mean? 
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WATTERS: It means that those roads need to be checked to make 

sure they’re safe.  In London it’s as many as a third of main roads have skid resistance at a 

level that needs further looking at, and so clearly that is an alarm bell we should be 

reacting to now. 

 

URRY: 20% of Britain’s roads are dangerous? 

 

WATTERS: Britain’s main roads, 20% need further investigation, 

they don’t pass initial safety checks, and that’s quite alarming, because they’re our busiest 

roads, the roads that most of us use, and the ones that take most of the wear.  So 

potentially, yes, they’re dangerous, there could be lives at risk. 

 

URRY: We wanted to interview Roads Minister,  

David Jamieson, about these worrying figures and we also requested an interview with the 

Highways Agency.  No one was prepared to appear on the programme.  Instead, in a 

statement, the Department for Transport simply asserted it was a problem which cash- 

starved councils should address. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Detailed guidance is given in “Delivering Best Value 

in Highway Maintenance”, published in 2001. The Department strongly recommends this 

advice to local authorities. 

 

URRY: But one of Britain’s leading experts on road surface 

skid resistance, Peter Roe from the Transport Research Laboratory, argues the matter is 

complicated by the difficult demands on highway departments. 

 

ROE: They’ve got a lot of competing issues that they’ve 

got to take into account, and that’s one of the reasons why a large proportion of the 

network is below investigatory level.  The difficulty is deciding whether it is below 

investigatory level, but requires treatment. 

 

URRY: Why is that so difficult? 
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ROE: You can’t just go around putting brand new road 

surfaces down unless you’ve got a lot of evidence for it, if there’s some other competition 

for those requirements.  So if you have two competing roads, as it were, each of which is 

below investigatory level, one has had three accidents in the last five years, one has had 

two, you will treat the one that has had the more accidents, but you won’t treat the other 

one, so there is a residue there that is below investigatory level. 

 

URRY: It usually takes road deaths or a cluster of road 

accidents or something to happen to the unfortunate road user to trigger the response that’s 

needed to bring that road up to spec? 

 

ROE: At the end of the day, it depends on how the engineer 

is going to assess the various risks.  Accidents will come into play, and obviously if the 

accidents are there, then yes, the unfortunate road users that are involved are the guinea-

pigs that tell you that it’s a problem. 

 

URRY: File on 4 has discovered the guinea-pig principle also 

applies to some of the hundreds of miles of newer road surfaces that are being laid across 

the country, surfaces which should have been subjected to rigorous safety tests. 

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

URRY: An investigation by this programme has uncovered 

serious concerns about products known as thin road surfacing systems.  They’re 

sometimes referred to as Stone Mastic Asphalt, or SMA. Their use is extensive and 

approved. I’m actually driving on some now, and I’ve got to say they give a lovely smooth 

and quiet ride, and that’s what’s made them so attractive to the Highways Agency in 

England, which has ruled that it’s the only permitted surfacing option for use without 

restriction on trunk roads and motorways. It’s also quicker to lay, with less disruption to 

motorists, and because of that it saves the industry money as well.  All of which would be 

fine, as long as it was safe. But we’ve discovered there are serious questions about that. 

Problems emerged in 2001, when a police traffic collision investigator in Derbyshire was 

called to the scene of a fatal crash. By that time the county council, like many others, had 

been laying miles of new SMA surfaces for a number of years. The driver had been going 



 13

 

URRY cont: too fast, so when Sergeant Jim Allen saw the 

accident had happened on a newly laid stretch, he wasn’t expecting any problems with the 

road itself. But as a matter of routine, Sergeant Allen conducted a skid test in his police 

car, slamming on the brakes to see how quickly he’d come to a halt. 

 

ALLEN: On this particular day, it was a warm, sunny day in 

August, as I recall, I performed this skid test, jumped on the brakes and the car just kept 

going and going and going, and instead of there being the screaming of tyre on road and a 

cloud of smoke, there was just sort of a gentle hiss as I passed over the road, and I skidded 

for far further than I ever expected to.  Got out of the car, had a look and there was a 

beautiful long set of skid marks disappearing back off up the road from where I’d come.  I 

was very surprised by the result I obtained.  It was far lower than I ever experienced on a 

dry road, so I went back and did it again – and the same thing happened. 

 

URRY: The grip was far lower? 

 

ALLEN: The grip was far lower, yes.  It implied that, in an 

emergency, you were going to take perhaps 25% longer to stop than maybe a motorist was 

expecting. 

 

URRY: How long will this sort of road remain slippery for? 

 

ALLEN: The oldest surface in Derbyshire was laid perhaps in 

1996, 1997.  I’ve skid tested that and that provides a perfectly normal response.  However, 

I’ve skid tested surfaces that have been down for two years and they still aren’t quite up to 

the levels you would perhaps expect of an older road surface. 

 

URRY: Two years? 

 

ALLEN: Two years. 

 

URRY: As he tested other stretches and found the same 

problem, Jim Allen formed a theory. 
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ALLEN: What I noted straightaway was that the tyre was not 

touching stone.  The tyre was touching stone that was coated in bitumen.  Now if you lock 

a wheel to skid over a road surface, you are seeking to use the maximum friction available, 

and a by-product of friction is heat.  You apply heat to a bituminous material and that 

begins to melt.  And what I felt was happening was that the tyre was effectively sliding 

over the road surface on a lubricated puddle of molten bitumen. 

 

URRY: Derbyshire County Council ordered detailed tests, 

which confirmed there was a problem. The county’s assistant director of environmental 

services, Mike Ashworth, had to carry out risk assessments and warn drivers. 

 

ASHWORTH: What we do is put the slippery road sign with ‘new 

surface’ underneath as a supplement plate, which sort of explains that this is a new road 

surface, but there is also a potential for skidding. 

 

URRY: I’m told at one point Derbyshire had a 28 mile 

stretch where these signs were almost continuous, warning of a slippery surface. 

 

ASHWORTH: Yes, we did have these signs up, and it was important 

they were there, to give the travelling public this information.  And it is only a relatively 

short term issue. 

 

URRY: Up to two years, police tell us. 

 

ASHWORTH: It depends on the traffic volumes.  I mean, if you’ve 

got a very low traffic volume section of road, it probably could last as long as that and we 

would need to keep signs up as long as that.  But on higher traffic roads, it would be 

significantly less.  Probably in the region of sort of four to five months. 

 

URRY: It’s not a very comforting thought for me as a 

motorist to think that on a dry road in optimum conditions, that four or five months after 

it’s laid, that I’m not going to be able to stop my car properly if there’s an emergency. 

 

ASHWORTH: We’re not saying in any way that the road is 

potentially very dangerous, but it’s a situation we need to alert the public to. 
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URRY: Two years ago, the Highways Agency issued an 

advisory note.  The note suggested that following the advice was important in the event of 

any claims against the Agency relating to the skid resistance of the surfacings.  But 

shouldn’t this have been spotted before it was laid down all over the country and motorists 

instructed their lawyers?  The Agency, an executive body of the Department for Transport, 

has a five stage procedure for evaluating new materials - including lab testing, pilot and 

full scale trials and further specification trials.  So how come all these trials didn’t show up 

the skid resistance issue?  One of the groups involved in the testing was the Transport 

Research Laboratory based in Berkshire, which brands itself as an internationally 

recognised centre of excellence, providing world class research and advice.  Peter Roe, 

who is TRL’s senior expert on road surface characteristics, accepts it was missed. 

 

ROE: All the previous tests focused on wet conditions, 

which is always the worst condition and still is the worst condition.  We didn’t become 

aware of this potential problem until the new surfaces started to be laying in sufficient 

quantities that it became apparent that that was an issue. 

 

URRY: Till motorists started having accidents really? 

 

ROE: Unfortunately, yes.  The biggest difficulty that we 

have is to judge what the exact scale of risk is. 

 

URRY: But given that there is a risk, I’m wondering why it 

wasn’t picked up. 

 

ROE: The risk probably wasn’t picked up until people 

started having accidents, because they didn’t think it would be a problem. 

 

URRY: It wasn’t just TRL which missed it. The body used to 

certify new materials and products for the construction industry was also asked to test. It’s 

called the British Board of Agrement. The Board’s technical manager told File on 4 they 

didn’t check for skid resistance on newly laid surfaces, because they thought problems 

would apply to roads which had worn away, so they tested for that instead. The Board 

declined to be interviewed for this programme.  Part of the Highway Agency’s evaluation 
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URRY cont: process is to examine existing information on such 

products. SMA has been used in Germany since the 1960s and for years they’ve been 

spreading grit during its early phase to provide more purchase for tyres. And we’ve been 

told Holland had produced reports, which raised questions some years before it was 

adopted in the UK.  But File on 4 has uncovered a more fundamental concern with SMA. 

Here it’s widely used on motorways and trunk roads, but in Ireland they’ve had such 

concerns about the lack of grip, they’ve banned it from high speed areas altogether.  

Sean Davitt, from Ireland’s National Roads Authority, says it can only be laid where the 

speed limit is no more than thirty miles an hour.  

 

DAVITT: When a review was carried out after two years on 

materials laid throughout the country, it was found that there was a relatively large number 

of SMA Stone Mastic Asphalt sites where there was doubt about the texture of depth of 

the materials laid.  If you don’t have high texture, then the skid resistance or the grip of the 

tyre on the road tends to fall away. 

 

URRY: It’s the texture that provides the grip? 

 

DAVITT: Yes.  Once you go up to speeds of sixty and seventy 

miles an hour, then the material may be suspect.  As a result, the use of SMA was banned 

in locations where maximum speeds were greater than thirty miles an hour, and this 

effectively limited the use of this material to urban areas. 

 

URRY: Has Ireland gone for a safer option, do you think? 

 

DAVITT: I would think so.  What we had to go and do, when 

we found that the skid resistance was doubtful, we simply had to go and surface dress all 

those roads to go and make them safe again.  Basically our attitude towards the material is 

that we still have to be fully convinced of its benefits. 

 

URRY: We wanted to interview the Highways Agency about 

its decision to allow SMA to be laid on the UK’s high speed roads. Once again, no one 

was prepared to be questioned.  But whilst the problem of grip on new surfaces has only 

recently emerged in the UK, the dangers of roads when wet have been long understood. 
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URRY cont: File on 4 has investigated sections of our motorway 

network where motorists have been confronted with floods and standing surface water.  

 

ACTUALITY IN CAR 

 

URRY: I’m driving on the M60, which skirts the western 

side of Manchester. It’s not yet six years old, and it was built at a cost of £220 million, but 

it can’t cope with heavy rain. A ten mile section of this orbital route floods, and if you 

drive it regularly you’ll see signs warning you to slow down because of the wet conditions. 

Last year flash flooding left four lanes under two feet of water.  The Highways Agency 

have been investigating, and we’ve been told it’s likely they’ll have to dig up, re-engineer 

and replace twenty or more sections. But now I’m leaving it behind, heading north to 

Yorkshire, where flooding on the M1/A1 link around Leeds has cost lives, and which is 

now the subject of a criminal investigation. 

 

DHALIWAL: As we were going along the motorway, just before 

Leeds, it was raining, torrential rain after ten minutes or so, and very windy as well. 

 

URRY: Last March, Satnam Dhaliwal was travelling from 

Kent with his family, heading for Newcastle to see relatives. His son was driving, and in 

the back, his wife, daughter-in-law, and their baby grandson, just three months old.   

 

DHALIWAL: There was a lorry on the left hand lane, splashing 

water.  My son decided to indicate on the fast lane to miss the mist coming off the lorry. 

 

URRY: What sort of speed were you doing? 

 

DHALIWAL: We were just below fifty.  There was a car in front of 

us threw a lot of water onto our screen.  In a split second our car floated on the water, 

slithered along and hit the central barrier.  My son controlled it, luckily the car didn’t turn 

around or anything, it stayed straight and stopped. 

 

URRY: You thought at that moment you’d had a pretty lucky 

escape, I would imagine? 
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DHALIWAL: Very lucky escape.  Everybody was praying God 

we’d been very lucky and saved. 

 

URRY: The Dhaliwals called police and were told to stay in 

the car and await rescue.  They were stuck against the central barrier.  Traffic was moving 

around them.  But then a car hit theirs from behind, spinning them around into the middle 

lane, facing oncoming traffic. 

 

DHALIWAL: My kids were screaming and frightened.  My son 

looked at the back, undone his belt, and my wife wasn’t breathing.  I undone my belt and I 

got on my knees and turned my back and tried to do mouth-to-mouth and tried to get her 

breathing back, and she wasn’t breathing at all.  Other drivers came to help, but they 

couldn’t do anything, and then the ambulance came and the police came.  

 

URRY: Mrs Dhaliwal died from her injuries.  West 

Yorkshire Police are carrying out a criminal investigation into the matter. Mr Dhaliwal has 

been told no drivers are to be prosecuted. We understand the investigation centres on the 

design and maintenance of the M1/A1 link and whether there’s been any criminal 

negligence. The police wouldn’t be interviewed for this programme. A file is being 

prepared for the Crown Prosecution Service.  The road was built using private finance, by 

a company called Yorkshire Link, a joint venture between Balfour Beatty and the 

Kaverner Group.  There’ve been other problems from the start. In 1999, seven weeks after 

it opened, subsidence on the southbound carriageway shut two lanes. Yorkshire Link said 

at the time it was down to minor settlement of backfill material. Three months after that, 

the road proved too noisy for those living nearby and had to be re-surfaced on a two and a 

half kilometre stretch between junctions 46 and 47.  Enquiries made by File on 4 reveal 

that the flooding problems also date back to that time.  Paul Mason, a management 

consultant who lives in Halifax, was lucky to escape with his life that year, when his 

vehicle slid off the road. Traffic had slowed because of a downpour, but the skies quickly 

cleared, and cars were picking up speed near junction 44, when he moved onto the outside 

lane at about sixty miles an hour to overtake. 
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MASON  I suddenly saw this sort of blackness in front of me.  

It was a miniature lake, and by the time I’d seen it and tried to react to slow down I was 

already in it.  And the immediate effect was that the car nosedived.  The water was that 

deep that it just had a massive braking effect.  And then my car aquaplaned.  There was no 

control, the pedals didn’t do anything, the steering wheel didn’t have any effect at all. 

 

URRY: And it went from the outside lane right across the 

carriageways. 

 

MASON: That’s right.  And I remember, as it started to 

happen, I said to myself, ‘Oh no’ I think, you know, I realised I was in a dangerous 

situation, and I was facing the wrong way, I was looking at the headlights coming towards 

me and my car was travelling backwards at that point in time. 

 

URRY: Paul Mason’s vehicle, a Land Rover Freelander, 

plunged down a drop off the motorway, rolling half a dozen times. It was wrecked, but he 

was unhurt. When a police officer arrived, he seemed all too familiar with the flooding 

problems. 

 

MASON: He said that a number of police officers had talked 

about it, and they felt the root cause problem was poor or ineffective drainage.  So as the 

water was landing on the road, it wasn’t, it just wasn’t able to get rid of it quickly enough.  

And when my vehicle was being recovered, and I think it was the Highways Agency 

turned up, they turned up to look at unblocking the drains, to clear the water that was on 

the road when I had my accident. 

 

URRY: So they were actually there while you were still 

waiting to get a lift back or for your vehicle to be recovered? 

 

MASON: Absolutely.  I mean, I was on the side of the road, I 

was with the police, and the Highways Agency were there, trying to get rid of the excess 

water on the road. 
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URRY: We’ve spoken to someone in a senior position, 

whose company is now responsible for maintenance on the M1/A1. He wouldn’t be 

interviewed and we’ve agreed not to identify him.  But he told us that they dreaded heavy 

downpours, bracing themselves for more accidents. We wanted to ask the current 

operators of the road, Connect MI/AI Limited, and the Highways Agency what they’ve 

been trying to do about the flooding. Neither Connect nor the Agency would be 

interviewed or would comment because of the ongoing police investigation. But for  

Paul Mason, who escaped with his life after losing control on standing water, the dangers 

of that stretch of motorway are unacceptable. 

 

MASON: I think it’s an extremely dangerous section of road.  

It clearly cannot cope with normal rainfall.  Quite often I’m on that road and you see 

sections with huge amounts of water on it at regular intervals.  There’s clearly a serious 

problem with the drainage and it needs to be sorted out. 

 

URRY: But you don’t think it can cope even with normal 

rainfall? 

 

MASON: I think the amount of water that stays on the road is 

excessive.  I do a lot of travelling on the whole motorway network, and that to me is the 

most dangerous road in the country at the moment. 

 

URRY: File on 4 has been made aware of a number of other 

police investigations going on around the country in which those responsible for safety of 

the highways have come under suspicion of criminal negligence. Although we were told 

Roads Minister David Jamieson was unavailable to answer questions on this programme, 

the Department for Transport pointed out that the Government does not accept that road 

repairs are in crisis, and that its long term objective is to restore them from their 

historically poor state by committing almost £32 billion in funding, spread over ten years. 

But halfway through that ten year period, the evidence we’ve uncovered suggests the 

problems are more serious and more dangerous than most are prepared to admit.  And for 

Paul Watters of the AA Motoring Trust, the Government will have to dig much deeper if 

it’s to stop this major national asset from crumbling away. 
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WATTERS: We’re seeing roads in a pretty poor shape really from 

when the Government’s own survey started.  We’re seeing conditions probably at about 

the worst it’s ever been.  What’s gone wrong is, I think despite extra investment in recent 

years, it’s not been enough to keep pace with the huge backlog, a backlog of about  

£7 billion or £8 billion, and it grows by about £1 billion a year.  So no matter how much 

money you throw at it, you’re never going to get ahead.  It’s just like treading water, but 

you’re gradually sinking down. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 
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