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Policy summary

“Quiet vehicles” use electric power, or a combination of gasoline and electric power, making much less noise than conventional vehicles powered by gasoline alone. Quiet Vehicles are becoming an environmentally sustainable and economical alternative to standard internal combustion engines, and have become increasingly popular amongst Australian consumers. However, their presence presents a significant safety risk to people who are blind or have low vision because the vehicles often cannot be heard, especially when they are idling or changing speed. The Australian Government must act to ensure that the safety risks posed by quiet vehicles are addressed, for example, by requiring that all such vehicles include a noise-making component, and by funding a public awareness campaign focusing on the safety issues of quiet vehicles for pedestrians.
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Purpose

The purpose of this policy statement is:
1. to set out Vision Australia’s public position on the implications for people who are blind or have low vision of quiet vehicles;

2. to set out what Vision Australia will do to increase awareness of this policy by bodies that have relevant responsibilities in the development, implementation, and administration of motor vehicle policy and regulation.
Policy Context

This policy is founded on principles that are set out in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (“the Convention”). The convention is the most complete expression of the human rights enjoyed by people with disability. Australia has signed and ratified the Convention, and hence is bound by the obligations that it establishes. Article 20 Personal Mobility states that:

“Parties shall take effective measures to ensure personal mobility with the greatest possible independence for persons with disabilities, …”

Although Article 20 does not specifically refer to quiet vehicles, there is no doubt that they restrict the independent mobility of people who are blind or have low vision as they pose a significant safety risk. Eliminating this risk is therefore consistent with the obligations required by this Article of the Convention.

Motor vehicles are a central mechanism for economic, social, cultural, and community participation all over the world. Although patents for electric vehicles have existed since the late 1980’s, the ready availability of a plentiful and cheap supply of oil has led to the near-exclusive production of gasoline-powered vehicles by the automotive industry. The proliferation of gasoline-powered vehicles has stimulated the development of extensive infrastructure: roads, motorways, roundabouts, pedestrian over and underpasses, various kinds of crossings, and traffic lights. These features of the built environment are designed to balance the convenience of drivers against the safety and amenity of pedestrians and other groups.

However, the recent introduction of ‘hybrid’ vehicles, which are powered by a combination of electricity and gasoline, has begun a shift away from traditional gasoline-powered vehicles. This trend will likely accelerate in view of the rising cost of oil and growing concerns about the environmental sustainability of the use of fossil fuels.

Hybrid and electric vehicles (referred to collectively in this Policy Statement as ‘quiet vehicles’) offer a range of economic, environmental and social benefits, including:

· Increased fuel economy and lower maintenance costs;

· Less petrochemical pollution;

· Quieter streets and urban areas.

Both hybrid and electric vehicles rely on electric power, making them much quieter than conventional, gasoline-powered vehicles, especially when idling or changing speed. The low level of noise is beneficial from an environmental and social perspective, but presents a significant safety risk for people who are blind or have low vision. 
Implications of quiet cars for people who are blind or have low vision

Almost all technological advances present both benefits and disadvantages. This is particularly true of quiet car technology, which poses a serious risk to the safety of people who are blind or have low vision. 
People who are blind or have low vision rely on environmental sounds, including traffic noise, to travel and cross roads independently and safely. Quiet vehicles make it much more difficult—and, in some cases, impossible—to:
· Accurately judge the amount and movement of traffic at signalled intersections and other complex crossing types, for example multiple road intersections, shopping centre entrances and the increasing use of roundabouts to maintain traffic flow; 

· Assess whether it is safe to cross a road when there are no audio-tactile traffic signals;

· Safely negotiate traffic in carparks;

· Identify and locate stationary vehicles, for example, taxis in waiting with taxi companies increasingly employing quiet cars for their fleet and taxis being a common form of transport for people who are blind or have low vision;

· Receive adequate warning of cars reversing out of nearby driveways.
The cumulative effect of this loss of auditory information about vehicles in the environment is jeopardising the independence, safety, and quality of life of people who are blind or have low vision. Urgent and concerted action is required at a national and international level to ensure that such vehicles are designed to allow independent and safe mobility for all.

It is worth noting that the widespread introduction of quiet vehicles will have implications for the safety of the community in general. The popularity of audio-tactile traffic signals since their introduction in Australia more than 30 years ago attests to the importance of having multiple sources of information about the environment. Having the ability to both hear and see vehicles significantly reduces the risk of accident, whilst having to rely almost exclusively on only one sense increases the risk that key information will be overlooked. Research has shown that quiet vehicles are significantly more likely to be involved in pedestrian crashes occurring within speed limits of 55 km and lower, during low-speed manoeuvres and on the roadway.1
International responses to the safety issues posed by quiet vehicles

Internationally, the safety issues associated with quiet vehicles and people who are blind or have low vision are being discussed. The US passed the Pedestrian Safety Enhancement Act in December 2010, which requires that the Department of Transportation develop guidelines dealing with the mandatory inclusion of warning sounds in hybrid and electric vehicles. These guidelines will require that such sounds be emitted even when a vehicle is idling (stationary), and they will prohibit a mechanism that would allow drivers to disable the warning sounds. There is still debate about the “crossover speed” at which the noise from tyres and wind resistance can safely replace the warning sounds – one proposal is that it be 30 kph.
Japan issued guidelines for warning devices in January 2010, and the EU issued an interim guideline in 2011 pending the completion of ongoing research. The UN Quiet Road Transport Vehicle Committee (a subcommittee of the World Forum for the Harmonization of Vehicle Regulation) is developing a Global Technical Regulation dealing with the need for hybrid and electric vehicles to emit a safe level of sound. 
In Australia, the dangers of quiet vehicles to people who are blind or have low vision were highlighted in a recent study conducted by Vision Australia and the Monash University Accident Research Centre.
 The study found that one in 12 Victorians who are blind or have low vision reported having been hit by a vehicle or bicycle in the past 5 years. The majority of respondents also reported that they were least confident when interacting with Quiet Vehicles and cyclists due to the limited noise they emit.
Despite growing safety concerns, the Australian Government has not devised a policy solution to the dangers posed by Quiet Vehicles to people who are blind or have low vision.
Policy Details
1. People who are blind or have low vision have a fundamental human right to be able to travel independently, safely, and with minimum stress. Internationally, this right is asserted in Article 20 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Because Australia has signed and ratified the Convention, all levels of government have a responsibility to ensure that this right is upheld.
2. Quiet vehicles, using a combination of gasoline and electric power, make much less noise than conventional vehicles powered by gasoline alone. Their increasing use on Australian roads therefore poses a significant safety risk for people who are blind or have low vision, and limits their independent mobility when crossing roads or negotiating traffic.
3. Decisive action is needed to determine the most appropriate solution, or combination of solutions, to this problem. Internationally, several countries have required that noise-making devices be fitted to quiet vehicles, and the UN is developing a global regulatory approach to the inclusion of warning sounds in quiet vehicles. It is essential that Australia align its national regulations with international best practice.

4. However, the inclusion of warning sounds alone is not an optimal solution, especially for people who are deafblind or who have a significant hearing impairment, who often find it very difficult to hear above the general acoustic complexity found in urban environments. 
5. Further co-ordinated research is needed into a range of possible solutions that should certainly include, but are not limited to, noise-making options. These solutions might include:
a) Use of appropriate noise-making devices installed in quiet vehicles.

b) Use of in-vehicle audio-visual signalling systems that would alert drivers to the presence of nearby pedestrians.

c) Use of mobility aids that could alert users who are blind, deafblind or have low vision to the presence of nearby traffic and signal traffic to stop. Such devices could be built into a white cane or other mobility aid.

d) Greater use of audio-tactile traffic signals.

e) Public education campaigns and mandatory driver training on the potential dangers that quiet vehicles pose for people who are blind or have low vision.
What government must do

The Australian Government, as well as State and Territory Governments, have a responsibility to implement this policy by:

1. Establishing an appropriately-resourced task force, with representatives from all levels of government, industry and the disability sector, to examine the impact of quiet vehicles on people who are blind or have low vision.

2. Funding and coordinating research to make recommendations about the design and introduction of quiet vehicles in ways that are safe for people who are blind or have low vision, having regard to similar being undertaken at an international level.
3. Developing initiatives to address the safety risks posed by ‘quiet vehicles’. Such initiatives should focus on public education programs to increase awareness of pedestrian safety, while also providing innovative solutions to increase the detection of both quiet vehicles and pedestrians in the environment.
What Vision Australia will do to promote this policy
Vision Australia will:
1. Distribute and promote this policy to government authorities throughout Australia who have responsibility for the regulation of motor vehicle design, manufacture, importation, procurement and usage.
2. Seek assurances from the Australian Government that the concerns expressed in this policy are being addressed in a timely and effective manner.

3. Work collaboratively with other organisations in the blindness and low vision sector to advocate for decisive action on the safety risks posed by quiet vehicles.
4. Explore opportunities to obtain accurate and constructive media coverage of the safety risks posed by quiet vehicles so as to increase informed awareness of the problems and possible solutions.
5. Ensure that all Orientation and Mobility programs provided to clients include information about strategies that clients can use to maximise their safety when crossing roads or negotiating traffic, having regard to the increasing number of quiet vehicles that they are likely to encounter.
How this policy has been developed

This policy has been developed by Vision Australia’s Public Affairs department. It reflects our direct and extensive involvement with clients, other state, national and international organisations, as well as governments and statutory bodies. It also draws on the direct experiential knowledge of staff, and research and consultation within the organisation and the broader community, including representatives of people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision.
Monitoring and Review

This policy will be reviewed every three years or as circumstances require. Feedback is welcome and will assist this review process.

About Vision Australia

Vision Australia is the largest provider of services to people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision in Australia. It has been formed through the merger of several of Australia’s oldest, most respected and experienced blindness and low vision agencies. 

Our goal is that people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision will increasingly have the choice to participate fully in every aspect of life in the community. To help realise this goal, we are committed to providing high quality services to our clients and their families. We also work collaboratively with Government, business and the community to eliminate the barriers people who are blind, deafblind or have low vision face in accessing the community or in exercising their rights as Australian citizens.

Our Clients

Based on prevalence and census data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, Vision Australia estimates that there are approximately 333,000 people in Australia who are blind or have low vision that cannot be corrected. This number is predicted to increase to more than 564,000 by 2030. Vision loss is, by and large, a disability that is age-related, and the ageing of the population is thus a primary factor in this upward trend.  
People who are blind or have low vision are an important section of the community and their needs and perspectives must be taken into account by governments in the development of policy and by industry when designing and introducing new technology. 

People who are deafblind constitute an important segment of Vision Australia's client group, and we are committed to providing high quality services to them. People who are deafblind have the same rights and expectations as the rest of the community and their needs must be given the same degree of attention as other groups.

Policy ends.
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