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Segway wants to invade the sidewalks

 

The pedestrians are confronted with a new type of motorised vehicles that challenge our small share of the public space – the sidewalk. A major problem of this new vehicle, known as the Segway (brand name), is that it will make it more difficult, if not impossible, to ban the bicycles from the sidewalks, if these motorized vehicles are admitted or tolerated.


A Segway is a highly sophisticated, two-wheeled electrical vehicle which keeps a driving person upright by use of gyroscopes that maintain the balance of the vehicle with the use of a computer-program that makes the wheels accelerate when the driver leans forward and breaks when the driver leans backward. The vehicle is steered with the weight of the body. You can find out more about it on the company website www.segway.com.  As well, you may find its various national distribution networks ( segway.de, .ch, .at). 
 
The Swiss Pedestrian Association «Fussverkehr Schweiz» has tried out the vehicle, and it certainly is technical marvel, a very smart vehicle. However, the way this vehicle is being marketed and promoted makes it a real threat to pedestrians.  In the U.S., its country of origin, The Segway has been ruled unsuitable for carriageway use.  In turn, the Segway company is promoting its use on pedestrian surfaces, thereby overtaking sidewalks and footpaths. Considering that a Segway has difficulty to get up and down curbs, they likely push out the pedestrian to the street. Since the Segways can run up to 20km per hour (technically even more) they will be not only be a nuisance but also a threat to pedestrians as they represent a mismatch in speed, walkers vs. Segways. Additionally, the fact that they run nearly silently means that a pedestrian, who makes a sudden change of direction, may not notice an up-from-behind Segway and may be startled or even suffer a collision with this faster moving vehicle. Importantly, the Segway has an intimidating effect. Consider this, the base of its two-wheeled platform, the place where a rider stands, is approximately at 30cm. To that, add the height of a normal person.  All of a sudden a quiet giant moves behind you. More explanations on why this vehicle is not compatible with the properties of the movements of pedestrians you find here:
http://www.humantransport.org/bicycledriving/library/segway/Segway.htm  
(including a link to a little film that shows how a Segway can pull its brakes).
 
Segways are by no means ecological or energy-efficient, because under normal circumstances they replace walking or cycling, not the driving of cars. In addition, the frequent use of sidewalks by motorized vehicles will discourage people from walking, and thus cause more additional vehicle traffic.
 
On the website of the American pedestrian association was described how aggressively the Segway Company has managed to change the American laws to classify this vehicle as a non-vehicle and thus get access to the sidewalks. Therefore the fight for the right of the pedestrians to keep motor-vehicles away from the realm of pedestrians has become very though in the USA. In Canada, the opposition has been partly successful:
http://www.segwayforontario.blogspot.com  
And here you may find a commentary and background information from the point of view of prevention (USA):
http://www.preventioninstitute.org/segway.html  
... the point of view of people with disabilities:
http://www.aapd-dc.org/News/blind/pedestriansafetyacb.html  which is the same as the point of view of the blind. 
 
A collection of arguments pro and contra you find under:
http://massbike.org/mbpv/article_archives/planetizen2002-05-06.htm  
http://www.planetizen.com/node/50  : “After weighing all these factors, the Association of Pedestrian and Bicycle Professionals believes that the Segway ought to be regulated and managed more akin to a bicyclist than a pedestrian. The presumption should be against their use on the sidewalk.”


In Europe, the Segway company has had a very foxy idea: They initiated a research project on the use of Segways in the public space, and the found the Technical University of Kaiserslautern (Gemany) to do the job on the Segways they gave them. The local police force were the test-persons. Of course, if you would give the staff of a local police force in Germany a Formula1 car for their patrol job, you would find out that it is not dangerous to drive racing cars on ordinary streets. Accordingly the conclusion of the study is that it is not dangerous to ride these electric rollers on sidewalks. It is obvious that the study is biased, because it complies fully with the ideology of Segway which makes out of the vehicle a non-vehicle by using creative wording: The thing is named as before in the US an Electric Personal Assistive Mobility Device (EPAMD), p.XIV. With this wording the company wants to evade the regulations of the laws on vehicles.

The Segway company has invested more than 100 Million $$ in their high-tech-vehicle which is ingenious and at the same time a threat to the freely walking pedestrians. The Segway company has lead an aggressive campaign in the USA to get legislation passed to qualify this vehicle as non-vehicle which is allowed to use the pedestrian surfaces. Now, progressive cities like San Francisco have managed to get rid of the Segways again. The danger is very real that in Europe the same type of battle has to be fought which would cost the pedestrian organisations a lot of money. The Segway vehicles are contested in the countries where there are organisations of pedestrians (and/or organisations of disabled persons), which are aware of the new threat. The Spanish organisation “A Pie” has published against it, the French are fighting against it, and our member organisation «Living Streets» in the UK writes on their website:
http://www.livingstreets.org.uk/page.php?pageid=495
 
Segway 'toys' could turn the obesity epidemic into a pandemic, warns Living Streets
Living Streets Chief Executive, Tom Franklin, said, 
"Segways might seem like harmless gimmicks - and hopefully they'll have the lifespan of the C5. But if they really did catch on, the consequences would be awful. They should not be allowed to travel on the pavement, for three reasons. 

Firstly, they go much faster than walking speed - and this can be threatening especially for older or disabled people. A pavement is more than simply another traffic lane. People should be able to stop, sit down, stroll and take it easy - all these things would be much harder with Segways zipping around in every direction and running over your toes. 

Secondly, they take up more space than a person walking. Many pavements are already congested - there isn't the room for them, and they could force pedestrians off the pavement into the traffic. 

Thirdly, these inventions could lead to the obesity epidemic turning into a pandemic. People in the UK are already walking less than ever before. If Segways really caught on, the distance people walk would plummet - and health problems such as obesity and diabetes would soar."

Living Streets is urging the Department for Transport not to allow Segways onto the pavement for both safety, and long term health, reasons - and urges Members of the House of Commons and Lords to reject such amendments to the Road Safety Bill.
We would like to sum up the IFP position as follows:
 
It is one of the major achievements of urban civilisation, that there are areas such as pavements (sidewalks) and pedestrian zones, where the pedestrians are not disturbed by any sort of motor vehicle including the Segways. The quality of walking on sidewalks and footpaths is diminished greatly by the simultaneous use by vehicles of any type. It is difficult enough to keep the bicycles out of the spaces reserved to pedestrians, and the intrusion of a motor-vehicle in these spaces is the worst-case scenario for anyone trying to promote walking. The only types of motor-vehicles allowed on sidewalks are vehicles (wheelchairs) used by handicapped persons.
 
It may make sense to share spaces between pedestrians and motor vehicles at low speed, in places where there is enough space for the vehicles not to pass pedestrians closely. Such shared spaces have to be carefully designed and clearly marked as shared spaces, and the pedestrian priority in such spaces has to be legally assured. 
 
IFP follows up this issue. Please send your comments and impressions, possibly more material, including experiences with the strategy of Segway in your country. 
secretary@pedestrians-int.org 

www.pedestrians-int.org 

