To:

Members of the Maryland General Assembly

From:
Members of the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland

Contact:
Sharon Maneki, Chairman

     Legislative and Advocacy Committee

     9013 Nelson Way

     Columbia, MD 21045

     

Phone: 410-715-9596

Subject: 
Extension of the Maryland Quiet Vehicles and Pedestrian Safety Task Force

Date: 
January 27, 2011
The Problem:

Measures must be taken to prevent injuries or fatalities to all pedestrians caused by fuel-efficient vehicles whose approaches cannot be heard!

Proposed Action:
The Maryland General Assembly should implement the recommendation of the Maryland Quiet Vehicles and Pedestrian Safety Task Force to extend its study period to June 30, 2013

Reasons for this Request:

The Maryland Quiet Vehicles and Pedestrian Safety Task Force was established in 2008 and issued two reports to the Maryland General Assembly, one in 2008, and one in 2010.  Although the Task Force was to complete its work in December 2010, it is requesting an extension because the total solution to this problem has not yet been fully developed by the concerned parties at the national level.  

In its 2010 report to the Maryland General Assembly, the Task Force recommended the extension so that it may encourage the state: 

“To take action to provide notice and warning to drivers of Hybrid and Electric Vehicles of the increased potential for conflict with pedestrians and bicyclists.  The Task Force will work with the appropriate state agencies to address this issue both for state-owned vehicles and vehicles owned by the general public.”

Notice and warning is critical at this time because there will be more hybrid and electric vehicles on the streets of Maryland since the Maryland Clean Cars Act went into effect this year. 

The Task Force also recommended this extension so that it can:

· “Oversee and coordinate with government (federal and state) and industry efforts to ensure satisfactory progress toward adopting a minimum sound level and the nature and characteristics of that sound level for all new vehicles sold; 

· Conduct an evaluation of existing and anticipated technology to determine the appropriateness of adopting a system to be installed on state and local government purchased vehicles; and 

· Identify potential technologies for evaluation, install those technologies on an appropriate number of state-owned vehicles, and evaluate the efficacy of these technologies.”

 On January 4, 2011, President Obama signed into law the Pedestrian Safety Enhancement Act of 2010.  This law requires the U.S. Department of Transportation to create a motor vehicle safety sound standard by July 2012.  Therefore, it is appropriate to extend the Maryland Task Force so that it can coordinate with the federal government and help to implement the new standard in Maryland.  Maryland was the first state to enact legislation to study the effects of vehicular sound on pedestrian safety and to conduct research on the technology available to enhance the safety of blind and other pedestrians.  Maryland should continue to maintain its leadership in this area. 

To maintain continuity of effort, the current membership of the Task Force should remain in place.  The members of the National Federation of the Blind of Maryland support the recommendations of the Maryland Quiet Vehicles and Pedestrian Safety Task Force and urge the Maryland General Assembly to extend its existence to June 30, 2013.
Background: 

With the deterioration of air quality caused by the pollution from vehicular traffic, and with the upward spiral of the price of gasoline, the general public is beginning to demand cleaner burning and more fuel-efficient vehicles.  Automobile companies have responded to these demands by offering gasoline and electric hybrids or totally electric vehicles.  

State governments have also responded to concerns by requiring vehicles to meet stricter emission and efficiency standards.  In 2007, Maryland enacted the Clean Cars Law.  This law requires a percentage of the vehicles sold in Maryland by 2011 to consist of vehicles that produce lower emissions.  Consequently there will be an increase in the number of hybrid vehicles and other vehicles using technologies other than the gasoline internal combustion engine on the public streets of Maryland.  
Until recently, independent travel for blind persons has been a relatively straightforward matter.  Once blind persons have been trained to use a white cane or a guide dog, they negotiate their way through traffic by listening to the sounds of automobile engines.  Traffic sounds tell them how many vehicles are nearby and how fast they are moving; whether the vehicles are accelerating or decelerating; and if the vehicles are traveling toward, away from, or parallel to them.  With all of this information, blind persons can accurately determine when it is safe to proceed into an intersection, or across a driveway, or through a parking lot.  The information obtained from listening to traffic sounds allows blind persons to travel safely with complete confidence and without assistance.  
When operating on electric power, blind or sighted persons cannot hear hybrid vehicles. Blind pedestrians must be able to hear vehicular traffic.  Other pedestrians, especially children, senior citizens and runners, as well as bicyclists, also benefit from hearing traffic.  Because they run so quietly, hybrid and other electric vehicles are extremely dangerous in situations where vehicles and pedestrians come into proximity.  Pedestrian injuries and fatalities will surely occur if Maryland fails to take immediate action to ensure that pedestrians can hear hybrid and electric vehicles in all phases of operation.   

The plans of the Maryland Quiet Vehicles and Pedestrian Safety Task Force to educate the driving public about the danger of quiet vehicles to pedestrians are a good first step in solving this complex problem. 

Conclusion

The National Federation of the Blind of Maryland commends and supports Maryland’s commitment to the environment as demonstrated by the passage of the Clean Cars Law.  Maryland must also ensure that its streets and roads are safe and navigable by pedestrians. To this end, the Maryland Quiet Vehicles and Pedestrian Safety Task Force should be extended to June 30, 2013 so that it can conduct its public education campaign. Maryland should continue its leadership in promoting safe streets for all bicyclists and pedestrians.

