[image: image1.jpg]EBU

The voice of blind and partially sighted people in Europe




September 2012

Ensuring the Safety Needs of Blind and Partially Sighted Pedestrians in Road Traffic
The European Blind Union (EBU) is a non-governmental, non profit making European organisation founded in 1984. It is one of the six regional bodies of the World Blind Union, and it promotes the interests of blind people and people with low vision in Europe. It currently operates within a network of 45 national members including organisations from all 27 European Union member states, candidate nations and other major countries in geographical Europe.

Our Interest Representative Register ID is 42378755934-87

Type of organisation: disability EU NGO
***
Introduction
Executive Summary

The European Blind Union (EBU) is a European non-governmental organization representing the interests of blind and partially sighted Europeans to whose fully inclusion it is specially committed. 

The full inclusion of blind and partially sighted people has become endangered by the advent of silent vehicles. While blind and partially sighted people welcome the environmental and health benefits associated with the “silent technologies” they are greatly concerned over the considerable accident risk posed by electric and silent cars. Due to its almost silent operation it is virtually impossible for blind and partially sighted road users to detect an electric or hybrid vehicle, assess its distance and direction early enough to avoid being hit. 

High risk scenarios involve, amongst others, street crossing, vehicles initiating movement from driveway, gateway and parking lots and crossing at roundabouts. Research from the US has shown that quiet vehicles are twice likely to be involved in a pedestrian accident than vehicles fitted with an internal combustion engine, most typically when the vehicle is slowing or stopping, moving in reverse, or entering or exiting a parking space. 

To ensure a high level of road safety for blind and partially sighted people and enable them to travel independently with ease and confidence the European Blind Union has made a number of political demands on legislators. These demands include the mandatory installation of electric and hybrid cars with an Acoustic Vehicle Alerting System (AVAS) which will alert pedestrians on a quiet vehicle’s   mode of operation, namely acceleration, deceleration, direction, reversing, manoeuvring and stationary. The European Blind Union further calls for a ban on a pause switch which would allow the driver to temporarily stop the AVAS.
This paper provides some background information on the issue of quiet vehicles and outlines the needs of blind and partially sighted pedestrians which the European Union should take into account when drafting legislation on alerting sound devices for quiet vehicles.  

1. The Problem 

In recent years, greener, more fuel-efficient cars have become increasingly popular among consumers as they deliver a positive answer to a range of environmental and health problems. Among their benefits are near zero air pollution, reduced fossil fuel demands and the very quiet vehicle operation at low speeds. While blind and partially sighted people welcome these benefits as much as other European citizens do, the advent of “silent technologies” and its impact on road traffic creates great concern to blind and partially sighted people. Due to their almost silent operation, it is virtually impossible to detect an electric vehicle, assess its distance and direction correctly early enough to avoid being hit. Thus quiet vehicles present a danger to blind people and other vulnerable road users and are in their current state not fully in line with Design for All principles. 

2. Who is at risk? 

Research carried out in the USA has shown that the accident risk posed by quiet vehicles is considerable. 
 All pedestrians are at risk but blind and 
partially sighted people are in those groups most at risk of experiencing collisions with quiet vehicles because they cannot see and hear the vehicles coming. 
  This danger is further increased by the mix of vehicles on the roads, i.e. the combination of electric /hybrid cars and conventional cars with internal combustion engines. 

3. Legislative Initiatives     

Legislative action to address the issue of quiet vehicles is taking place currently at two different levels. 

Firstly, for the past three years, the hazards posed by quiet vehicles to the safety of blind people and other vulnerable road users have been addressed by the UNECE Quiet Road Transport Vehicle Working Group (QRTV) - an informal working group established by the Working Party on Noise (GRB) which is a subsidiary body of the World Forum for Harmonization of Vehicle Regulations. The QRTV working group has been mandated by the GRB to draft recommendations for a Global Technical Regulation (GTR) regarding a sound device for quiet vehicles which would alert pedestrians to the presence of a quiet vehicle and its modes of operation. 

In February 2012 the QRTV working group submitted its final report 
 to the GRB Assembly covering the findings and recommendations regarding the future development of a UN GTR that would specify the applicability and performance of an “Audible Vehicle Alerting System” (AVAS). A kick-off meeting of the reestablished QRTV working group was convened in July 2012 to discuss the way forward to adopting a GTR. An UNECE Regulation in force would bind legally all contracting parties which sign this regulation. 

Secondly, the European Commission submitted in December 2011 a proposal for a new regulation on the sound level of motor vehicles (COM (2011) 856 final). Among the main aims of the regulation is a draft proposal for electric vehicles which are too silent to be detected by blind people. The draft regulation is being dealt with by the ENVI Committee of the European Parliament which has submitted a report on the matter. The committee will take a vote on this report in September 2012 before it is voted on in Parliament later this year or early next year..
4. Quiet vehicles

The Recommendations for a Global Technical Regulation regarding Audible Vehicle Alerting Systems (AVAS) for Quiet Road Transport Vehicles drafted by the QRTV working group contains amongst others a definition of quiet vehicles. This definition includes different types of electric vehicles and hybrid electric vehicles, but also internal combustion engine vehicles as the latter produce less and less noise. In terms of at-risk scenarios one might consider adding electric bikes and Segways to the list. The latter, especially, are growing in number, particularly in urban areas. They pose a considerable hazard as they are permitted to travel in parks and pedestrian areas.

5. At-Risk Modes of Operation 

Quiet vehicles present a higher level of risk to pedestrians than conventional vehicles when travelling at a speed of 0 km/h to 40 km/h in the currently prevailing mixed road traffic situation. When travelling at higher speeds, the noise generated by the tyre noise in combination with the road noise becomes the dominant noise source and exceeds the drive noise. For this reason it is necessary to establish a ceiling of 40 km/h for added sound to ensure that the vehicle is audible even in low-traffic areas. 

Particularly, the following at-risk scenarios need to be taken into account.  

5.1
Unsafe street crossing 

Frequently, roads in smaller towns, rural areas and residential quarters, but also many intersections have no zebra crossings or traffic lights. Blind pedestrians rely heavily on their hearing when crossing roads and use the noise of the oncoming traffic as an auditory cue to decide when it is safe to cross a road. However, quiet vehicle are impossible to detect audibly and thus create a high level of accident risk.    

5.2
 Traffic-signaled intersections without additional equipment for the blind 

In this kind of environment, blind pedestrians begin to cross when there is a surge of traffic next to and parallel to them. However, if these auditory clues are lacking, a safe crossing is not possible, because blind pedestrians find it difficult to maintain a straight line of travel and might run into the parallel traffic. Quiet vehicles temporarily stopped at a red light, but ready to move as soon as the traffic light changes also present a danger as blind pedestrians need to know the presence of such a vehicle to make their decision to cross. This is also true for vehicles with start/stop technology which are as silent as electric or hybrid cars.   

5.3
Traffic-signalled intersections with audible and/or tactile signals  

Particularly, in urban areas, many intersections are controlled by traffic lights equipped with audio or tactile equipment to assist blind and partially sighted people to cross the road safely. Right-turning traffic moving onto the crossing lane open to the blind pedestrian involves a high risk of collision. Even if pedestrians have the right of way they cannot be sure vehicles will yield to them.

5.4
 Minor roads, vehicles initiating movement from driveway, gateway, parking lot  

In this and related environments, blind pedestrians are unable to perceive a quiet vehicle approaching or backing out on the road. Also, an inaudible vehicle approaching suddenly may frighten the pedestrian.         

5.5
 Crossing at small and large roundabouts  

Roundabouts are increasingly replacing traditional intersection in many parts of Europe. This trend creates great concerns about the accessibility of these free-flowing intersections to blind and partially sighted pedestrians.  Blind pedestrians move orthogonally (left-right-up-down). This is why they generally find orientation at roundabouts difficult.  While the noise produced by conventional internal combustion engines may in some cases provide sufficient orientation clues to blind pedestrians, the absence of any noise considerably increases the risk of collision with an electric vehicle.  

6. Political demands 

To ensure a high level of road safety for blind and partially sighted people and enable them to travel independently with ease and confidence the European Blind Union is asking that: 

1.
All vehicles, electric, hybrid or internal combustion engine should be subjected to the installation of a special audible vehicle alerting system (AVAS) if they are deemed to be near silent.  

2.
The installation of the AVAS should be mandatory and should not be at the discretion of car manufacturers.  

3.
The sound produced by the AVAS should be generated automatically at speeds of up to 40 km/h. In addition, there should be a sound when the vehicle is idle.  

4.
Manufacturers should be prohibited from providing any mechanism for anyone other than the manufacturer or an acknowledged car service station to disable, alter, replace or modify the AVAS sound, except that the manufacturer or car service station may alter, replace, or modify the sound to remedy a defect or non-compliance with the motor safety standards or except for the purposes of legal maintenance of the silent vehicle. 

5.
The sounds generated by the AVAS must clearly and easily indicate the vehicle’s mode of operation (acceleration, deceleration, direction, reversing, manoeuvring, stationary). Special consideration is to be given to the following: 

5.1
The sound indicating reversing should be different from the one indicating forward motion.   

5.2
 In addition, the AVAS should produce a sound while the vehicle is stopped temporarily and ready to pull away such as when waiting at a traffic light. Blind pedestrians must be alerted to the presence of the silent vehicle to enable them to make their right decision to cross safely and confidently. 

6.
The sound produced by the AVAS must be audibly and easily recognizable as a road vehicle under all environmental and road conditions to ensure a high level of protection for blind and partially sighted road users from the hazards which quiet vehicles represent. 

7.
The AVAS system must be operated automatically and not require the pedestrian to a have a separate device to activate it independently when a quite vehicle comes within a defined range.  

For further information or clarification on this paper please contact the EBU office:

EBU Office, 6 rue Gager Gabillot, 75015 Paris, France 

Tel : +33 1 47 05 38 20 - E-mail: ebu@euroblind.org
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