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With increasing climate-change clamour, congestion concerns and seemingly daily developments in technology, Intelligent Transport Systems (ITS) can undoubtedly improve our road networks in many ways. But the Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents (RoSPA) believes ITS, and in particular vehicle technology, also has a vital part to play in road safety.

Many people who work in the roads sector will be familiar with the maxim that driver error is a factor in the vast majority of incidents. Yet, it is possible that the focus on human fault obscures the extent to which a vehicle can have an influence in such situations, and it is RoSPA’s belief that vehicle technology can reduce or even eliminate many driver errors. Whether those errors are failing to notice a hazard, not reacting in time, or simply acting dangerously, vehicle technology can be used to inform or assist a driver or even, ultimately, to take over some of the control. Of course, this has positive implications for wider society, not just road safety professionals, so the entire roads community has an interest in becoming stakeholders in the development of vehicle technologies.

The importance of vehicle technology in road safety is not a new concept. Back in the 1960s, RoSPA began a campaign about a very simple piece of apparatus, the seatbelt. Thousands of lives have been saved in the UK since the first wave of legislation to result from the campaign was introduced in 1983. With astounding developments in vehicle technology since then, it is stimulating to think about the impact an expansion of the safety aspect of ITS might have.

Some vehicle technology has been around for a relatively long time yet, for various reasons, remains unfamiliar. It is, thus, incumbent on all members of the international roads community – whether involved in safety or not – to consider what part they could play in encouraging the spread of proven technology, like Electronic Stability Control (ESC) for instance. ESC is a development on antilock braking systems (ABS) which helps steady a car in the event of a skid. The sheer number and variety of names and trademarks associated with ESC mean consumers may not appreciate that a manufacturer offers it from reading its literature, even though they may be aware of ESC and its benefits. All roads stakeholders can help address such mixed messages or lack of knowledge.

On the other hand, other forms of emerging vehicle technologies, like Intelligent Speed Adaptation (ISA), may well offer positive challenges as well as opportunities to the roads community. ISA uses satellite technology to automatically inform drivers of the speed limits on the road they are on, and can also be used to restrict a vehicle’s speed. It is likely to be widely introduced in the future as governments begin to look to the next decade of casualty reduction. What would such a development mean for your sector of work?

There are many other forms of vehicle technology - Adaptive Cruise Control and Lane Keeping systems to name just two – which have safety benefits and which will become more common in the future, and there are also a number of systems which are being researched. RoSPA believes the roads community has an opportunity to help improve road safety around the world by getting involved in vehicle technology development - for example, by ensuring resources are dedicated to developing the technology and validating its safety effects. Vehicles are changing, and in order to get the best out of ITS, we all need to understand how.
See www.rospa.com/roadsafety/advice/motorvehicles/policy/ for more information on vehicle technologies and road safety.
