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BACKGROUND

The volume of traffic on Scottish roads has grown 
immensely in recent decades. However, the 
frequency of crossing points for pedestrians has not 
kept pace. Pedestrian crossings can often be over 
half a kilometre apart, even in dense urban areas.
This can entail considerable diversions for people 
on foot, who have to take inconvenient walking 
routes to safely cross the street. For short journeys 
to the shops or school this can mean a considerable 
increase in both journey time and distance travelled. 
Other people are tempted to quickly cross the road 
in unsafe locations without pedestrian crossings, or 
are deterred from walking altogether.

Local authorities may want to install more crossings 
but often find that the number of requests for formal 
crossing points greatly exceeds their budget.

One possible solution is to introduce continental-
style zebra crossings to Scotland. These are common 
across mainland Europe, in countries such as Spain, 
France and Sweden, and are already a common sight 
in Scottish shopping centre car parks. Continental-
style zebra crossings don’t have flashing belisha 
beacons and don’t require an electricity supply. This 
means that they can be quicker and cheaper to install, 
potentially giving local authorities a low-cost and 
simple solution to make it easier for pedestrians to 
cross the road. They have recently been trialled in 
Manchester, Cardiff and the Republic of Ireland.

We wanted to examine whether continental-style 
zebra crossings would work in Scotland. Our 
study was supported by Glasgow City Council and 
Aberdeenshire Council, who were keen to explore 
whether continental-style zebra crossings could be 
a solution for their streets.

WHAT WE DID

There were four main parts to our study:

1   A literature review of existing research  
into zebra crossings.

2   Field observations of five continental-style 
zebra crossings on private roads in Scottish 
shopping centre car parks, and comparison 
with a continental-style zebra crossing in 
Spain.

3   A survey of public attitudes to pedestrian 
crossings.

4   Experiments using a driving simulator to 
compare how drivers react to conventional 
and continental-style zebra crossings.

We had originally intended to undertake field trials 
of continental-style zebra crossings on public roads 
in Scotland. We developed a design and signage 
for the crossing, and worked in partnership with 
Glasgow City Council to identify two potential 
locations in the city. However, it was not possible to 
proceed with the on-road trials under current road 
traffic legislation. Instead we used a driving simulator 
to test driver behaviour.

A conventional, UK-style zebra crossing on a Scottish street.  
Note the belisha beacons and zig-zag lines.



WHAT WE FOUND

LOCATIONS

The most appropriate locations for continental-
style zebra crossings are streets with low speed 
limits, traffic- calming measures and adequate street 
lighting. In these circumstances, where previously 
there has been no pedestrian crossing at all, the 
installation of a new continental-style zebra crossing 
can reduce the number of collisions between 
pedestrians and cars. It is also important that drivers 
approaching the crossing have a clear line of sight 
with no parked cars.

20mph zones are now being rolled out across 
Scotland. Our findings suggest that 20mph zones 
could present a suitable environment for new 
continental-style zebra crossings as long as other 
measures such as traffic-calming are in place.

Importantly, continental-style zebra crossings 
should be considered as an additional option and 
not a replacement for signalised or conventional 
zebra crossings with belisha beacons.

Streets with faster traffic, no traffic calming, poor 
lighting and/or inadequate sight lines are unlikely 
to be safe locations for continental-style zebra 
crossings, which could increase the risk of collision 
between pedestrians and cars in these locations.

PUBLIC ATTITUDES

Many drivers and pedestrians are unsure about the 
rules of using zebra crossings - who gives way to who? 
Safety is a concern for many pedestrians using existing 
zebra crossings or considering the introduction of 
continental-style zebra crossings in Scotland.

Pedestrians must have confidence in  
continental-style zebra crossings. This will  
require careful consideration of crossing design 
and accompanying road traffic regulations.

DRIVER BEHAVIOUR

We found no evidence to suggest that  
continental-style zebra crossings in Scotland 
would work significantly differently to those in 
continental Europe.

For example, when we compared continental-style 
zebra crossings in Scottish car parks with a similar 
crossing on a low-speed street in Spain, we found 
that drivers and pedestrians behaved in a similar way 
in both countries.

When we used a driving simulator to compare 
how drivers responded to continental style versus 
conventional zebra crossings, we found that Scottish 
drivers behaved in a similar way in both circumstances.

A continental-style zebra crossing in Asturias, Spain.  
There are no belisha beacons and no zig-zag lines.
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WHAT NEXT?
To fully understand whether continental-style zebra crossings 
are a good option for Scotland, the next step should be real-life, 
on-road trials on public roads, as has been done in Manchester, 
Cardiff and the Republic of Ireland. We encourage the Scottish 
Government to work with local authorities to put in place the legal 
framework to allow trials to take place safely on Scottish roads.


