
« Ageing Europe, the challenges and opportunities for transport safety »

Mr Chairman,

Dear friends of road safety,

Surprisingly, at a time when, in Belgium and other countries, road safety is at the top of the political agenda, there is not much discussion of the role of elderly people in improving our road safety records, and there is no mention of specific policies aimed at helping older citizens.

However, we all know that, sooner or later, we will all be among this growing share of population and that we will all want to remain as mobile as possible.  Recycling British economist John Maynard Keynes’ famous axiom, “in the long run we are all older citizens”… at least we hope!  

Indeed in Belgium, if 21% of the population is over 60 today, by 2025, senior citizens will represent nearly a third of Belgium’s population!  Considering that this future elderly generation will have greater mobility demands than today’s and that a greater share of elder citizens will be driving, this will have a huge impact on our road safety problem and transport policies in general.

The ETSC’s choice of topic for the 5th European Transport Safety Lecture is therefore excellent in order to raise awareness and correct certain misperceptions.

Following Mrs Hakamies-Blomqvist’s presentation, I would like to highlight very briefly what conclusions Belgium draws from her presentation, and, most importantly, what practical policy recommendations we should implement.

CONCLUSIONS

Regarding her conclusions, we receive confirmation that, contrary to common belief, elderly citizens are not more dangerous as a general category of road drivers and that a growing share of elderly citizens on the roads will therefore not mean more road accidents.  Indeed, the fact that the forthcoming generation of older drivers will have had greater driving experience, that a greater share of women will be driving, and that all drivers will have been required to have a driving licence from the beginning of their driving history (driving licences and tests are mandatory in Belgium since 1977) could translate into fewer accidents, although I understand that it is difficult to anticipate future trends.

On the other hand, physical difficulties affect certain people in their driving ability, and all types of elder road users, because of their greater frailty.  If all other factors were to remain constant, the fact that the population ages overall would therefore mean a greater health-care cost to society.

Statistically, I also understand that it is risky to try to highlight specific problems related to this particular population, our statistics are not accurate and detailed enough.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

In addition to Mrs Hakamies-Blomqvist’s own recommendations, which I take fully on board, I would like to draw practical recommendations for Belgium’s own priorities.  

First, our policy should not discriminate against a specific category of citizens, but should focus on specific policy issues:

· I am personally against mandatory requirements for the renewal of driving licences, as envisaged at the European level;

· In Belgium, we do not have mandatory tests, but we ask patients’ GPs to give their opinion if they feel that the driver is unable to drive safely.  The problem is that, almost systematically, the family doctor is too close to the family to recommend that the driver’s licence be removed.

· We would therefore need an external assessment body to which the GP could refer his/her patient in order not to bear the responsibility of recommending the withdrawal of the driving licence.

· I am however in favour of encouraging greater awareness in order to target individual health problems in order to reduce pain and cost to individuals and society:

· Insurance companies can play a useful role in providing incentives, informing, etc.;

· Elder citizens should be made aware of their own limits, duties, etc. through public information aimed at senior citizens and the health experts surrounding them.

· More generally, I believe in the “empowerment” of organisations representing senior citizens, by involving them in local infrastructure plans, national policies, etc.

· In addition, we should seek to share best practice needed in this field.

Secondly, we need to continuing studying this aspect of road safety in more detail as the population of older road users increase, we need better, more detailed statistics in order to target policies more accurately on the issues that matter.

On the other hand, we also need to maintain our general road safety efforts.  Road safety measures that are good for elder citizens are good for all road users, including:

· Enforcement of speed limits, 30 km/h zones…

· Greater choice of modes of transport and greater use of public transport;

· Continuous training: road regulations, car equipments, many factors change fast and senior drivers can benefit from a course refreshing their approach to driving; as in other countries, useful schemes exist in Belgium in partnership with insurance companies and senior citizens’ organisations.  All drivers, at all ages, should benefit, if they want, from such courses.  For new drivers and older citizens, this type of driving update is encouraged by Belgium’s new road safety law.  The courses are regulated at the national level.

· “Last but not least”, we need safer car fronts!

Overall, I believe that our policy approach needs to be reviewed: by taking greater care of our older drivers, we will be taking care of ourselves, now and tomorrow.  

_______
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