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Helping all of our customers
be ‘emergency aware’
At Highways England, safety is our top priority. We help the millions of people
who use our road network every day, get to their destinations safely. Working
with others, including emergency, response services and the recovery industry,
we assist our customers if they have a breakdown or incident on our roads.
England’s motorways and major A-roads,
known as the strategic road network (SRN), are
some of the safest roads in the world. While
breakdowns on them aren’t that common, we
know that drivers want more information on
what to do in an emergency situation, including
breaking down on a motorway with or without a
hard shoulder. Our customers have told us that
clear and concise guidance helps them to feel
safer when they travel.
We commissioned TRL to undertake a scoping
study to investigate guidance provided to
road users by Highways England and other
stakeholders in the event of an unplanned
incident, including breakdowns. Partners
from the breakdown and recovery industry,
police and those with an interest in road
safety were involved.
This guide represents the first step towards
ensuring that breakdowns guidance, regardless
of the source, provides road users with clear
and consistent information, based on current
technologies and safety principles. We have
subsequently updated our own breakdowns
guidance. We are also leading on the updates to
the Highway Code, which includes rules around
what to do in a breakdown.

Our aim is that
organisations who
communicate with SRN
users about what to do in a
breakdown adopt this voluntary
code of practice.

Thank you for working with us to ensure our
customers become more emergency aware,
and help keep England’s roads some of the
safest in the world.
Mark Byard, Health, Safety and Wellbeing
Director, Highways England
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Communication principles
Here are some overarching principles that should be considered when providing
breakdowns guidance to road users:

■ Be clear that guidance cannot apply to all
situations which may arise, but is designed
to apply to the most frequently-occurring
situations and should be followed if at all
possible. If it cannot be followed, common
sense should be used, placing safety above
comfort at all times.
■ Convey to customers that they should
feel confident to use their judgement on
what is the safest course of action in a
given situation.
■ Customers should be reminded that they
are responsible for preparing for things that
could go wrong on their journey. Remind
customers to plan their journey and check
their vehicles to help avoid a breakdown.
■ Emphasise to customers as much as
possible that if they stop in a live traffic
lane, or feel their life is in danger, call
999 immediately.
■ Customers should be encouraged to
maintain an awareness of their location on
the network, for example remembering their
nearest junction.
■ Provide reassurance that Highways England
and the emergency services welcome calls
from customers who might be concerned
about their safety while using the road
network. It doesn’t matter how trivial these
issues might seem to the customer, the
safety of customers is paramount.

■ Always use clear, concise, ‘plain English’
language, and explain terms which may not
be clear to all customers such as emergency
area. Consider testing comprehension
with a range of road users before
sharing information.

We also recommend including

■ Where possible, provide customers with
information of how the authorities would
deal with an incident or breakdown so that
they feel more willing to make contact. For
example, what happens when using an
emergency phone; what happens when
calling 999 from a live lane; how signs and
signals would be used to help a customer
who has stopped on a motorway.

to why the guidance is in place.

■ Provide a concise overview of key points to
follow in the event of an unplanned incident,
possibly employing acronyms or other
mnemonic devices.
■ Consider using icons or images to support
guidance; again, these should be tested
with a range of road users to ensure
comprehension.
■ Continually review and update guidance to
ensure that it reflects current technologies,
including both in-car technologies and digital
road technologies.

‘even if’ and ‘because’
statements to help customers
follow the guidance by providing
a short compelling explanation as

For example:
■ If you have stopped in a live lane or
roadworks, get into the left-hand lane if
you can and if it’s safe to do so. Then
exit your vehicle on the side furthest
from traffic if it’s safe and possible to do
so, even if it’s raining, cold or dark.
■ It’s safer to leave pets in your vehicle,
even if you think they may become
upset. This is because your pet may
become scared, run into the traffic and
cause a collision. Only remove pets in
an emergency. Keep them under proper
control on the verge and behind the
safety barrier, where there is one.
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Breakdowns guidance
Key messages

Safety tips

■ If your vehicle has a problem, stay calm and try and exit at the next junction
or service area.

■ If you see a warning light on your vehicle dashboard don’t ignore it; take action
before driving.

■ If that’s not possible, where you can, put your left indicator on and go left, get
safe and get help.

■ Always carry details of a breakdown recovery provider with you. Put their number and
Highways England’s number - 0300 123 5000 - into your phone now.

■ It may be safer to stay in your vehicle and wait for help than to get out. If you
decide it’s safer to leave, and you can get out with any passengers, exit your
vehicle on the side furthest from traffic.

■ Only use an emergency area or hard shoulder in an emergency.
■ Do not put out a warning triangle on a motorway or attempt any repairs on your vehicle
because passing traffic may collide with your vehicle.

■ If you are unable to exit your vehicle and get to a safe place, have stopped
in a live traffic lane or feel your life is in danger put your seatbelts and
hazard warning lights on and call 999 immediatly.

■ Keep well away from moving traffic and your own vehicle. Get behind a safety barrier
where possible, and where it is safe to do so.

■ Do not stop your vehicle to assist another vehicle that has broken down or
been involved in a collision. You may feel you want to help, but it is safer to call
Highways England on 0300 123 5000 or 999 for assistance.

■ Most breakdowns are avoidable and simple vehicle checks can help. Check your fuel,
water, oil and tyres.

■ If you’re on a verge, be aware of any unseen hazards such as uneven ground or debris.
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Guidance
Motorways without a hard shoulder
Motorways with a hard shoulder, and major A-roads
Live traffic lane or roadworks
Collision or incident
	
Advice for disabled customers and those who tow
Over the following pages, we have provided breakdowns
guidance depending on the type of road someone may be
travelling on. We have also provided additional information for
disabled people and for those who tow.

We conducted a study on behalf of Highways England into unplanned
incidents on the strategic road network, including what to do in a
breakdown. The aim was to ensure that Highways England and other
organisations provide a ‘single source of truth’, encouraging road users to
act safely in the event of a breakdown.
Adam Barrow, Head of Road Collision Research, TRL
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If you need to stop on a motorway
without a hard shoulder

1
2

■ Put your left indicator on and move left into an emergency
area. In most situations a vehicle can be driven to an
emergency area. These are spaced regularly on a motorway
with no hard shoulder and are marked with blue signs
featuring an orange SOS telephone symbol, to indicate the
distance to the next one

Go left

Get safe
and away from
moving traffic

■ Switch your hazard warning lights on, even during the
day. If it’s dark, use side lights and in poor visibility use
fog lights as well
■ If it’s safe and you can get out with any passengers, exit your
vehicle via the side furthest from traffic and get behind a safety
barrier where there is one, and where it is safe to do so - they
offer extra protection
■ Gather any items you may need such as mobile phone, coat,
hi-vis clothing, food, drink and medication
■ It’s safer to leave pets in your vehicle, even if you think they
may become upset. This is because your pet may become
scared, run into the traffic and cause a collision. Only remove
pets in an emergency. Keep them under proper control, and
behind the safety barrier if there is one

Created by Olena Panasovska
from the Noun Project
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Get help

■ Use the free emergency telephone, which connects
directly to one of our regional operations centres and
identifies your location
■ Alternatively use your mobile phone to call us on
0300 123 5000 if you are unable to exit your vehicle
■ We will give you further advice based on your circumstances,
and can help arrange further assistance for you
■ After your call to us, contact a breakdown recovery provider.
They may give you additional instructions

Get back on the road safely - do not exit an emergency area without
speaking to Highways England first. We will close the lane to help you re-join the
motorway safely. We will also set signs and warn approaching traffic you are about
to exit an emergency area.

If you can’t get into an
emergency area or you
can’t exit your vehicle to
get to a place of safety, stay
in your vehicle and keep
your seatbelts and hazard
warning lights on and

call 999 immediately.
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If you need to stop on a motorway
with a hard shoulder, or on a major A-road

1
2

■ Put your left indicator on and move left onto a hard shoulder,
left-hand verge or A-road lay-by
■ Leave space so you can get out of your vehicle from the side
furthest away from traffic
■ Try to stop near an emergency telephone; these are spaced
at approximately one-mile intervals along motorway hard
shoulders and in most A-road laybys

Go left

Get safe
and away from
moving traffic

Created by Olena Panasovska
from the Noun Project
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Get help

■ Switch your hazard warning lights on, even during the day. If it’s
dark, use side lights, and in poor visibility use fog lights as well
■ If it’s safe and you can get out with any passengers, exit your
vehicle via the side furthest from traffic and get behind a
safety barrier where there is one, and where it is safe to do so they offer extra protection
■ Gather any items you may need such as mobile phone, coat,
hi-vis clothing, food, drink and medication. Take care if getting
items from the boot
■ It’s safer to leave pets in your vehicle, even if you think they may
become upset. This is because your pet may become scared,
run into the traffic and cause a collision. Only remove pets in an
emergency. Keep them under proper control on the verge and
behind the safety barrier, where there is one
■ Keep well away from your vehicle and moving traffic, even if it’s
raining, cold or dark
■ If you’re on a verge, be aware of any unseen hazards such as
uneven ground or debris
■ Use the free emergency telephone, which connects directly
to one of our regional operations centres and identifies your
location. Take care while getting to and from an emergency
telephone. Stay behind the safety barrier where there is one,
and you’re able to do so. Please note, not all A-roads have
emergency telephones
■ Alternatively use your mobile phone to call us on
0300 123 5000 if you are unable to exit your vehicle or
get to a free emergency telephone
■ We will give you further advice based on your circumstances,
and can help arrange further assistance for you
■ After your call to us, contact a breakdown recovery provider.
They may give you additional instructions

Get back on the road safely - build up speed, use your indicators
and watch for a gap in the traffic to re-join the carriageway safely. Be aware
that other vehicles may be stationary on the hard shoulder ahead of you
or in the (A-road) layby ahead of you.

If you can’t get onto the hard
shoulder, left-hand verge or
A-road layby, or you can’t exit
your vehicle to get to a place
of safety, stay in your vehicle,
keep your seatbelts and
hazard warning lights on and

call 999 immediately.
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If you break down in a live
traffic lane or in roadworks
■ Go left - put your indicator on and move into
the left-hand lane if you can and if it’s safe to
do so. Put your hazard lights on.
■ Get safe - then exit your vehicle on the side
furthest from traffic if it’s safe and possible to
do so, even if it’s raining, cold or dark.
■ Keep well away from your vehicle and
moving traffic
■ It’s safer to leave pets in your vehicle, even if
you think they may become upset. Your pet
may become scared, run into the traffic and
cause a collision. Only remove pets in an
emergency. Keep them under proper control
and behind the safety barrier if there is one

If you can’t get into the
left‑hand lane, or you can’t exit
your vehicle to get to a place
of safety, stay in your vehicle,
keep your seatbelts and hazard
warning lights on and

call 999 immediately.

■ Get help - call 999

If you are involved
in a collision
Move to a safe place as soon as you can, such as a hard shoulder or emergency area or layby near
to where the collision happened, as it is safer to exchange details away from moving traffic. Do not
stop in a live traffic lane. If you do not give your details at the time of the collision, report the collision
to the police as soon as reasonably practical, and in any case within 24 hours. Even though you must
not drive away from an incident without exchanging details, you can move to a place of safety near to
where the collision occurred to do so.

Road safety is a shared objective and we support the collaboration
between the Police, Highways England and industry to ensure that
motorists have more awareness and confidence in a breakdown situation
on the strategic road network.
National Police Chiefs Council Lead for Roads Policing, Chief Constable
Anthony Bangham

Highways England
closely monitors traffic in
roadworks, but you must

call 999 if you have broken
down in them. The police
will then alert us, so we can
work with them to provide a
co‑ordinated response.
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Additional information
for disabled customers
If you or anyone in your vehicle is unable to
follow our breakdowns advice for any reason,
stay in your vehicle, keep your seatbelts
and hazard warning lights on and call 999
immediately. You can also text 999, but must
pre-register for this service before travel. Tell the
operator if you are disabled and/or a vulnerable
motorist such as an older person or travelling
alone. The emergency services can alert us so
we can close motorway lanes and send other
help as required, such as a traffic officer.

Always carry any medication you need with you
and prepare for your journey in advance.
Keep details of a breakdown provider with
you at all times. They may give you additional
instructions in the event of a breakdown.
People who are unable to use the emergency
roadside telephones due to a hearing, speech
or physical impairment can contact Highways
England via text on 0738 028 3600 for roadside
assistance. We also offer British Sign Language
users the SignLive service for getting in touch
with our customer contact centre. Both of these
services are available 24 hours a day, every
day of the year.

Information for those who
tow, including trailers,
caravans or horseboxes
In addition to the breakdowns advice, here
are some useful tips to help you get to your
destination as smoothly and safely as possible
while towing. A few basic vehicle checks can
help before starting your journey:
■ Check your tyres; make sure they
are safe and legal
■ Also check your fuel, water and oil
■ Connect carefully and check your breakaway
cable is secure
■ Weigh up your load, make sure it is secure
and within the manufacturer’s recommended
limits of your vehicle and trailer

■ Make sure you have the correct driving
licence category and vehicle insurance cover
Towing a horse box - we understand that
breaking down on a motorway or A-road
can be stressful for both drivers and horses,
and animals being transported may become
distressed. If you need further advice or
support from the on-road traffic officers while
travelling on England’s motorways or major
A-roads, call us on 0300 123 500. In the case
of an emergency, always call 999 so that a
co-ordinated response can be arranged.

Highways England is here to help. Our traffic officers provide support at the roadside, while
our regional operations teams monitor the roads using cameras and other technology.
We can close lanes and set signs and signals to help keep you and other motorists safe,
and allow assistance to get to you as quickly as possible.
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Recovery industry
The roadside rescue and recovery industry is an essential partner for Highways England,
helping us keep England’s motorways and major A-roads moving by attending and
recovering broken down and accident-damaged vehicles.
We work closely with the national network of roadside vehicle recovery operators
through established relationships with the independent recovery industry stakeholder
groups and member associations, the recovery clubs and work providers.
We have a shared commitment to work together on safety campaigns and initiatives
to improve safety for vehicle recovery operators and their customers. We encourage
vehicle recovery operators to always work safely on our network in a standardised way.
For more information please contact our Strategic Partnerships team at
partnerships@highwaysengland.co.uk

Staying safe when you break down on a fast road is really important.
That’s why SURVIVE, which brings together the roadside recovery industry
to develop best practice, welcomes this guide by Highways England. Clear,
concise and relevant advice is critical to reducing risk in a time of stress
such as a breakdown. We support Highways England’s aim to reduce death
and injury on the roads for which it has responsibility. This guide will help
achieve that aim.
Robert Gifford, Chair, SURVIVE

Using this best practice breakdown guide and applying the key advanced
driving and riding skills of planning , anticipation and observation will not only
help you avoid delays and unexpected expense but could also save your life.
Plan your journey carefully and anticipate problems by keeping your vehicle
well maintained and carrying out basic checks before you set off. If you do
break down then observe the advice in this guide and look out for yourself
and everyone with you.
Neil Greig, Policy and Research Director, IAM Roadsmart
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Collaborating
with our partners

Further information
and resources

Thank you to our partners who have endorsed or been involved

If you would like further information, assets that you can use in your own

in the development of this guide.

communications or to discuss how we can support you with anything related to safety
on the SRN, please contact our Strategic Partnerships Team at
partnerships@highwaysengland.co.uk

You can also visit:
■ Highways England - www.highwaysengland.co.uk
■ Highway Code - www.gov.uk/guidance/the-highway-code

We are Highways England
People rely on our roads

to connect people and drive the economy
Carrying 3x more
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We have reduced the number
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breakdowns can be avoided and simple vehicle checks can help.

were due to tyre issues,
while 6,000 were due to running out of fuel.

It can take

up to
seconds driving at 60mph,

water

to typically pass a safe place to stop

Check your fuel, water, oil and tyres
and always plan your journey.

oil

tyres

Motorways

with no hard shoulder,
On
most vehicles can limp to an emergency area.
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