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DAMON I never really thought that I would need a car or need to use 

one until fairly recently when I had kids. I’m blind and so is 

Emma who is with me. Emma? 

EMMA Yes, I am here and I am blind and I have a child.  

DAMON I love this way we have to announce what’s wrong with 

everybody who comes on the line; but it’s what people 

expect, isn’t it, in a kind of disability show. But it puts it all 

in context. I care now very much about driving and wanting 

to drive. I want a car; I want to be able to transport my 

children around; I want to be able to give them the life and 

the opportunities that other children get; I want to be able to, 

I don’t know, go home via the supermarket – little things 

like that.  

EMMA Yeah, actually make decisions off the cuff rather than 

getting into a taxi and saying, “Right, I need to go here” and 

knowing the amount of money that it takes to go there and 

not wanting to diverge from that path. But I want to be able 

to do it safely; I want to be able to do it really, really safely, 

particularly having small children you want to be able to 

rely on your method of transport as much as you possibly 

can.  

DAMON Yeah, a car, especially when you’ve got kids, it’s like an 

extension of your home: it’s this safe place where you can 



just throw everybody in the back and just go off somewhere.  

EMMA I think about that every time I try to pack up to go out 

somewhere. You have to bring everything on your back or 

under the buggy, because my child still uses the buggy. But 

you do have to think about everything. Whereas all my 

friends have a boot full of just stuff, things that they might 

need at some point during an outing.  

DAMON Good. Right, so we’ve established there for the listeners that 

we’re blind, we’d really love to drive, but we can’t. Job 

done. My name’s Damon Rose. This is Inside Ouch. Emma 

Tracey is on the line. But with us crucially are two people I 

love speaking to about the particular subject we’re going to 

talk about today which is driverless cars, the potential 

answer to our problems – but for the fact that a note of 

anxiety has crept in in the last week or so when it was 

revealed that back in May the first death from a driverless 

car, or a car with an autopilot mode in it, has occurred. A 

fellow called Joshua Brown, 40 years old, a Tesla test driver 

in Florida this happened to. A very sad situation.  

On the line is Robin Christopherson from AbilityNet. And 

you are the Head of Digital Inclusion. And on the other line 

is Hugh Nuddy who works for a big visual impairment 

charity and is involved in policy making decisions, that kind 

of thing. Hello Hugh.  

HUGH Hi there.  

DAMON Both of you have an interest in this. We’ve had you on the 

podcast both before and you’re fantastic to talk to about it. I 

think I like it a lot because you’re at both ends of the 

spectrum. Hugh, you’re a very pragmatic person who sees 

the difficulties, the whole picture as far as driverless cars are 



concerned and some problems that I haven’t thought about. 

Whereas Robin you’re an early adopter and you want one of 

these cars right now.  

ROBIN Uh-huh.  

DAMON So, where do we start with this? Is this a particular worry 

this story that has happened now? Does this make the idea 

of driverless cars, cars where somebody who can’t see at all, 

can never grab the steering wheel, has this pushed us further 

away from that idea today? Who wants to start? Robin?  

ROBIN Sure. I think we probably need to put this in a bit of context. 

I mean, obviously it’s a terrible, terrible incident, but Tesla 

actually put out a statement and they said ‘very, very 

unfortunate, but one accident doesn’t actually make 

autopilot unsafe’. Now, obviously this is an official 

statement, they would say it, but they do go on to back it up 

with some data. So, they say that autopilot has been used for 

over 100 million miles of driving by tens of thousands of 

users around the world and that autopilot has actually been 

shown, they’ve got a wealth of internal data that shows that 

it actually makes things safer. And that 100 million miles of 

driving with only one accident, which obviously happened 

to be a fatality, is very unfortunate is an incredibly safe 

record.  

 Now, Elon Musk who owns Tesla had been very vocal in 

the past to say unlike Google’s driverless cars it’s actually 

not necessary to have these LiDAR, things on the top which 

you’ll see with the Google street view cars that have been 

driving autonomously for several years now.  



DAMON They’re the radar devices?  

ROBIN Yeah, it’s a mixture of laser and radar. The Tesla has 

actually just relied on cameras. And the unfortunate incident 

was because the trailer was a white trailer on a white sky 

and the driver actually didn’t see it either. It’s not actually 

legal to not have your hands on the wheel and being paying 

attention, even though autopilot’s switched on. And if you 

did happen to fall asleep while on the motorway or 

something then the autopilot will stop there being a terrible 

accident. But from a legal point of view you should still be 

paying attention – and he didn’t see it either. And 

interestingly enough, even though Elon Musk said, “We 

don’t think that this other additional bunch of sensors is 

necessary” there has actually been a Tesla with a LiDAR 

fitted to the roof spotted around Palo Alto since this incident 

happened. So, maybe that’s an acknowledgement that they 

really do need to go all out on the sensors that Google’s cars 

have been using for some time to make sure that there isn’t 

an unfortunate incident like this again in the future.  

For my money or thinking this idea about autonomous 

vehicles being able to get blind people get from A to B is an 

eventually; it’s definitely a question of when rather than if. 

But the last mile of the journey, that last kind of bit where it 

can come right to your front door or you can identify where 

exactly the car is, I think the nitty-gritty about inner city 

driving, about negotiating car parks to be able to come right 

to the front door of the building that you happen to be in etc. 

is probably the most difficult part; and that motorway 

driving is already something that is sort of tried and tested.  

DAMON Okay, great. And Hugh, does this change anything for you? 

And what about specifically the situation in the UK?  



HUGH Well, I agree with Robin: this is going to happen, and I 

know when we spoke about this last year I thought it would 

be about ten years before I as a blind person can actually 

just buy one of these things and get in it myself and drive to 

where I want to go, or at least not me drive but be driven. 

Robin thought it would be much quicker than that. I’ve 

slightly changed my view on that: I think it might be less 

than ten years. I don’t think before 2020, if you want my gut 

reaction, and this is a complete guess based on what’s going 

on in the policy world. Because what’s going on in the 

policy world is not a great deal when it comes to: will a car 

with no driver be able to go along all British roads? That’s 

the question. And how will it all work? There are trials 

being set up now. There’s a trial in Greenwich that’s either 

started or is starting soon, of driverless pods, and these are 

literally just little transport pods which are driverless.  

DAMON They’re like elongated golf buggies is how they’ve been 

described.  

HUGH Yeah, elongated golf buggies.  

DAMON They’re driving them on very specific routes and often on 

pavements at the moment.  

HUGH That’s right.  

DAMON So, these aren’t cars on the roads as such.  

HUGH No, they’re not. One of the test criteria is that they want to 

see how these vehicles and people get on with each other. 

And I’m really interested to see how I get on with these 

things. So, I’m planning to go down to Greenwich with my 



white cane and I want to see how we get on, me and this 

vehicle, because that actually matters to me as somebody 

who may in the future use one of these vehicles, a full 

blown version of this vehicle to actually take my children to 

karate or whatever we’re going to do in the future, I want to 

know that when I’m in that vehicle it’s good at avoiding 

pedestrians. Let’s just come up with this random idea here 

of a blind person using a driverless car to get to work 

crashes into a visually impaired person trying to cross the 

road. That’s a horrible scenario. I mean, who’s going to feel 

more guilty?  

EMMA They must have some idea that’s not going to happen before 

trialling these pilots in Greenwich, which is quite a busy 

place?  

HUGH I guess so, but I haven’t seen anything published on the 

impact assessment on visually impaired people.   

ROBIN I think a visually impaired person who’s not able to see one 

of these pods coming, assuming that they’re electric so 

they’re probably very quiet, unless they actually insert an 

artificial sound, I think that we’re no more vulnerable than 

others, certainly from the engineer’s thinking point of view. 

They will just have to assume that there will be a lot of 

people that will be wandering completely zoned out, 

listening to their iPod or watching something on their 

mobile phone. So, I don’t think we’re necessarily a unique 

segment in that regard that these pods are going to have to 

be absolutely bullet proof when it comes to not knocking 

into anyone or anything that would possibly get in their 

way. The thing that gets me super excited about this is that 

we’re all on this same page of it’s going to be when rather 

than if. And the thing that makes me absolutely rock solid 

sure that it is going to work for us to that very nth degree 

where we will be able to either call an autonomous vehicle 

or own an autonomous vehicle that is completely able to 

take us to exactly where we need to go is the driving factor 



isn’t – excuse the pun – for disabled people. It’s not that this 

final bit of autonomy is being done because of disability 

legislation or anything like that, it’s literally because the 

main driving force behind this is to make sure that there can 

be autonomous vehicles that can do things fully 

autonomously: that can take goods from A to B, that can 

reduce the amount of inner city traffic because people will 

just be able to hail cars rather than driving into the city 

themselves than causing all of this, I mentioned last time 

30% of inner city traffic is cars just circling looking for a 

parking space. It’s commercial, hard commercial targets that 

they’re aiming for here. And we’ll just be happy 

beneficiaries of that fact.  

HUGH Robin, can I just come in on that when question? It’s not 

just a matter of when; it’s how. Fundamentally the reason 

why these trials are being set up is to find out how these 

vehicles get on with pedestrians. So, Emma’s point about 

‘surely they’ll have thought about this?’ well surely they 

will have, but the reason why I carry a white stick is because 

it is a symbol to sighted people who see me that they can’t 

apply the same rules of eye contact and what pattern of 

behaviour I’m going to follow; that’s the whole point of 

carrying a white cane. So, my question to the industry that I 

think we all ought to put as blind people in this country who 

are likely to have to cross roads with these vehicles coming 

is, ‘will your vehicle know how to treat me differently with 

a white can or a guide dog as a pedestrian who can see?’ 

Because they will be programming this into the algorithm or 

into the decision making programme of these vehicles.  

ROBIN The bottom line is for them to be viable and safe and hence 

signed off by policymakers they need to be able to manage 

all the situations that humans have to face, human drivers 

and cyclists have to face all the time. But the main benefit is 

they are actually faster, they have faster response times; they 

don’t get tired; they don’t distracted by looking at texts on 

their phone or stuff like that when they’re driving. So, yeah 

absolutely agree. As campaigners for visually impaired 



people or as AbilityNet for people with a whole range of 

disabilities we need to be thinking about that. Because for 

me it’s the in-car experience as well: I need to have an 

accessible app to hail the car; I need to have an accessible 

experience in the car; I need to be told, a bit like the voice 

station announcement on trains, that aren’t on every single 

train but on most, I would have to have it in every single car 

that I hailed, unless I was going to buy one myself, but it 

would have to tell me where I was; I’d have to be really sure 

I’d reached a safe destination, I was going to step out on the 

pavement rather than we’d just stopped in the middle of 

traffic at traffic lights or something. But again I think that’s 

something that the average user will need to have built in as 

well, because if you’re in an autonomous vehicle you’re not 

going to be paying attention, you’re going to be doing work, 

you’re going to be reading, whatever you might be doing, so 

why not have every car announce as you go a bit like a 

SatNav does by default these days?   

DAMON It’s very interesting that we moved on from initially talking 

about getting behind the wheel, if cars will have wheels in 

future, of a car and driving ourselves, and we’ve moved 

onto a lot of the discussion today has been about the safety 

as a pedestrian of blind people in these trials which are 

incidentally not just in Greenwich, they’re in Bristol, Milton 

Keynes and also Coventry where you are I think Robin.  

ROBIN Yes.  

DAMON But I put a request in to the Department for Transport 

yesterday and they’ve given us a statement today. They say 

that they recognise that driverless cars have potentially a 

very profound impact on travel in the future. I asked 

specifically if they had considered visually impaired and 

disabled people as being potential drivers in the future, and 

would they be allowed to drive. And of course where we are 

really at the moment is in the context of the trial. What they 

said to me was, ‘we recognise that these vehicles also have 



the potential to benefit those that are currently excluded 

from motoring due to physical or other impairments, and our 

trials will also explore how this technology can best meet 

their needs. In addition to the four cities driverless car trials 

we ran a £20 million research competition. Some of the 

successful winners will be carrying out trials in conjunction 

with vulnerable groups such as those with assisted living 

needs and visual impairments in the future’. So, there you 

go. A long statement but it explains that they have thought 

about us. Hugh?  

HUGH Good. My reaction to that is it’s a positive statement. 

They’re thinking about blind people both as drivers and as 

pedestrians. The next stage on from my point of view is that 

those of us who are blind or partially sighted need to do 

what Robin’s doing. I heard Robin recently on the grapevine 

that you’ve been in a driverless car. So, I think we need to 

pulling our sleeves up and getting involved as pedestrians as 

well as trying these things out, because if we’re not involved 

in this conversation we’re going to get forgotten.  

DAMON You’ve been in a driverless car, Robin?  

ROBIN It was very exciting! A friend of mine who has a Tesla it 

was parked in – it’s not legal to drive it without a sighted 

driver behind the wheel on a public highway, as we 

discussed earlier – but in car parks it’s perfectly fine. And 

they have what’s called summon mode, so it’s literally just a 

button on your key fob. So, I got into the car while it was 

parked in a parking space, sat behind the wheel, had my 

hands on the wheel but my feet off the pedals and he just 

pressed this summon button and the car un-parked itself, 

drove 20 or 30 metres to him, and it was a really weird 

experience. It was perfectly silent because it’s electric; very, 

very smooth, this wheel was turning in my hands. And then 

after that he just pressed the auto park button. I don’t even 

know if it went back into the same parking space because it 

just went forward again and looked for a parking space and 



parked itself. So, not earth shattering but a taste of things to 

come. It was very odd, very odd sensation, but really good. 

I’m excited.  

DAMON And Hugh where are you on this at the moment?  

HUGH I’m thinking I’d rather not be in that supermarket car park! I 

find hearing quiet cars hard enough when I’m in a car park. 

Usually when I’m in a supermarket car park I’m with 

somebody who is sighted because they’re the driver of the 

car and I’m usually carrying all the shopping, fair enough, 

as a blind person I can do that. They drive the car, I carry 

the shopping; it’s a sort of division of labour I just have to 

live with. But when I am walking through car parks now I 

do find that some cars are exceptionally quiet and I’ve really 

got my ears pinned back. I just think if there’s a car like that 

it’s a safety issue right now.  

DAMON This is electric cars which are notoriously very quiet?  

HUGH Yeah, but this is a vehicle without a driver as well. This is 

really interesting because if this is happening now in the UK 

supposing something did happen what is the insurance 

position on that car if it hits a child or a disabled adult in a 

supermarket car park?  

DAMON So, is the driver to blame or is the software programmer to 

blame?  

HUGH Yeah, because the diver’s not driving the vehicle.  



ROBIN I actually know the answer to this. So, Tesla for example 

was responsible for that fatality, even though the person was 

behind the wheel, because autopilot was activated, and that 

gave some level, according to the marketing materials and 

probably the small more legal speak as well, was providing 

a level of assurance over and above what you would 

normally expect as a driver. So, they actually were liable 

there. And I see that being the pattern in the future. But that 

the level of… 

DAMON Because of the programming?  

ROBIN Yes. And this probably has to be the case really because it’s 

all about confidence really, which is why this has been very, 

very unfortunate, but the confidence needs to be there for 

the policymakers, the legislation, but also for the consumer 

for them to literally put their lives in the hands of these 

vehicles. Would you put your child in one of these to send it 

off to school or something? So, it has to be 100% confident. 

The manufacturers have to their money where their mouth, 

you know, their software is. So, that’s to me anyway quite 

clear cut.  

EMMA I can just see it being absolutely policy wise fine, the car 

being completely autonomous, but us not being able to 

actually use it, so use the software, use the apps that make it 

come to your door. There are currently radios and TVs we 

can’t use, ovens we can’t use, and I find it very, very, very 

difficult to book a flight nowadays by myself. So, I can just 

see a situation where it’s all for the taking but there are 

some little bugs that mean that we can’t fully access the 

experience.  

DAMON Can you imagine a situation like with some iPhone apps 

where you can do absolutely everything: you can go all the 

way to Hull to see your aunt or something, but then it stops 



short and you couldn’t open the doors, the button to open 

the doors wasn’t working or something?  

EMMA Yeah, the door wasn’t accessible, yeah.  

DAMON And that would put it just slightly out of reach.  

ROBIN I think Emma’s point about the whole interface, the whole 

way you get into these vehicles, the maps, the extra bits of 

information about ‘where has the car just dropped me?’ it’s 

quite possible that all the text and all the information will be 

there but there’ll be some stupid button, software button that 

isn’t labelled. As simple as that. And when we say, “Just tell 

them and they’ll relabel it” try it, because it’s really difficult 

to get companies to do what those of who us who are blind 

or partially sighted want quickly. They say, “At the next 

build” or they say, “It’ll be really complicated; it’ll mean a 

massive structural change to all our software systems” 

which is really putting us off. It’s really hard to get what 

often look like really simple things changed. As Emma said, 

if one aspect of that car has one thing, like the door lock or 

some safety catch or something, doesn’t have an accessible 

button because the designers thought, ‘oh, we never thought 

visually impaired people would be using these things’ then 

that’s where it could all fall down. It’s another angle really 

we haven’t spoken about so far.  

EMMA Yeah, there’ll be blind people on Twitter going, ‘don’t 

download the next Tesla update!’ 

ROBIN It’ll break your car and you won’t be able to take your kids 

to school tomorrow. It could be as bad as that! 



DAMON We’re getting into very blind talk now because those are 

exactly the kinds of conversations I see on Twitter, ‘don’t 

download the latest Facebook app, you’ll never be able to 

talk to anyone again!’ Robin Christopherson and Hugh 

Huddy thanks ever so much for talking to use today.  

I should just point out that the reason we didn’t mention 

which charity Hugh works for is so that Hugh can speak a 

little more freely about this subject; that’s right, isn’t it, 

Hugh?  

HUGH Yeah.  

DAMON Thanks ever so much. This has been Inside Ouch. We will 

be back next Friday. You can Tweet us @bbcouch, email 

ouch@bbc.co.uk or find us on Facebook if you want to 

contribute to this discussion. Until then goodbye.  

EMMA Bye.  

HUGH Bye.  

ROBIN Thanks guys.  
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