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Smart motorway cameras 'not facing the road'

Some devices are focused on the ground, pointing at the sky or looking at fields of sheep
rather than roads where there is no hard shoulder

By Steve Bird
13 August 2023 - 11:19am
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Broken CCTV cameras meant to spot motorists stranded in live lanes on smart motorways

can leave National Highways staff struggling to get “eyes on” life-and-death emergencies,
a whistleblower has said.
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A source in one of the Government-owned company’s control centres has revealed how
staff are left “exasperated” after reporting failing cameras that do not get repaired for
“ages,’.

Analysis by The Telegraph of the network’s live feeds has revealed how some are focused
on the ground, pointing at the sky, looking at fields of sheep or honed in on houses and
industrial estates rather than monitoring motorways where there is no hard shoulder.

The study by the The Telegraph of camera footage from the M1, M6, and M25 showed
some cameras were failing to return to their “homing position” after the tilt and zoom
controls had been used by National Highways staff.
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Eyes down: a camera on the M6 is found to be pointing at the ground

A National Highways spokesman insisted that the CCTV camera’s resting position is not
“critical” to its performance because it can still be moved, adding that CCTV is one of a
number of ways stranded vehicles are detected.

“We are aware of problems experienced by operators in relation to camera resting
positions, and we are already working with camera suppliers to address this issue,” she
said.

During two days of analysis of live feeds, two live lane breakdowns were spotted on the
M25 after cars came to a halt on live lanes after failing to reach an emergency refuge area.
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In both cases, the “red X” symbol on overhead gantries closed the lane to traffic, and
speed limits were imposed. No one was injured. In the first incident, a passing traffic
officer spotted one stricken vehicle. In the second case, a member of the public alerted
authorities, and the vehicle was towed to an emergency area with the help of the police.

However, the feed illustrated the perils faced by motorists, traffic patrol staff, and police
who end up just feet from fast-moving lorries and cars.

In April, the Government announced all planned future smart motorways would be
cancelled following numerous coroners finding how the removal of the hard shoulder
had contributed to fatal collisions.
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PAUSED AND PLANNED SMART MOTORWAYS TO BE SCRAPPED
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National Highways operates nearly 4,000 cameras either fitted to gantries straddling the
carriageways or on 40ft (12m) high masts.

According to its website, the cameras, which do not enforce speed limits, provide staff at
traffic operation centres a “bird’s-eye view” of the motorway network.



The source said a computer system called Dynac “loads up” cameras when an incident is
detected.

“In the worst case scenario, CCTV may be broken so we can struggle to see anything,” the
source added, explaining how some “infrastructure defects” had not been repaired
despite being reported months ago.

“In other instances, the image can be very poor or obscured. Some may have been
knocked from their homing position by bad weather.”

The Telegraph found nine cameras on the M25 had severe condensation, limiting the
view. On the M6, some default positions looked at a power plant, a housing estate, fields
of livestock, and the ground and sky
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A less-than-useful view of a power station

On the M1, some feeds were marked “FAULT: camera communication failure”, another
said “optics management error”, while others showed only trees.

Claire Mercer, whose husband Jason died on the M1 smart motorway in 2019, said:

“National Highways is not taking the serious problems with smart motorways seriously at
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all.
“Time after time the tech is shown to not be up to the job, and people are still dying.”

A spokesman for National Highways added how broken down vehicles on “all-lane
running” smart motorways can be spotted by a “whole system of inter-related safety
features”, including radar which covers the entire network.

“All plans for new smart motorway schemes have been cancelled, and we are investing
£900 million until 2025 to improve the safety features of smart motorways. This includes
work to fix broken traffic cameras,” she added.
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Ukraine modifies British Challenger 2 tanks to protect them from Russian drones
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