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Author Biography
With nine years spent working as a specialist in the SAPS Accident Unit, Craig Proctor-
Parker has owned and run a private practise – Accident Specialist – for the past 12 
years, where he travels across the country analysing crash scenes and compiling 
reports for government, corporate and insurance clients. In an exclusive series for 
Future Trucking & Logistics, he will present valuable analysis relating to commercial 
vehicle accidents – supported by years of empirical data.

A s with passenger vehicle safety, there have been 
improvements of safety standards on commercial 

vehicles, with most of these being as a result of 
modern electronic aids such as ABS, ESC, EBS and 
the like; and to some extent also as a result of the 
general improvement of manufacturing processes 
and materials used. 

These improvements, however, have not seen major 
changes in the general structure of a commercial 
vehicle, where the design has largely remained as the 
H-Ladder, Cab Over Engine type layout. Interestingly, 
researchers from the University of Adelaide referred 
to the design of heavy vehicles as “high aggressivity, 
presenting significant risk to other road users”. 

This design is generally great for the safety of occupants 
in the commercial vehicle, but the major concern from 
this design has long been identified and is no more 
clearly set out than in the findings of the research 
entitled ‘Vehicle Aggressiveness in Real World Crashes’. 

So-called ‘vehicle to vehicle’ crash incompatibility 
– particularly that of commercial vehicles to sedans 
– remains a problem. As an example, a partial head-
on collision between a typical truck tractor into a 
sedan would usually see the sedan losing the battle 
catastrophically, something that I can attest to firsthand. 

Although there have been vast improvements made 
in the computer-based modeling of vehicle safety 

Connecting the Dots
Although a lot of attention is devoted to the aftermath of commercial vehicle 
accidents, insufficient local data is available on truck crash safety. As Craig 
Procter-Parker explains, it is vital to note whether ‘crash safety’ pertains to the 
truck driver or other road users
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parameters, with computer-based crash modeling 
such as LS-Dyna and TruckSim and many others 
becoming the norm for first point of analysis for almost 
all manufacturers, real-life crash testing of vehicles 
remains the most accurate way of testing vehicles and is 
accepted as so internationally. 

These real-life tests are conducted by the USA National 
Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA), the 
Insurance Institute for Highway Safety (IIHS) and the 
Australian New Car Assessment Program (ANCAP) 
among others.

Two Birds wiTh one sTone

In South Africa, there is no official crash testing 
requirement for commercial vehicles, with the 
specifications required for all vehicles sold in South 
Africa (including commercial vehicles) being set under 
homologation through the associated requirements of 
the National Road Traffic Act and indicated standards. 
These include those of the South African National 
Standards 1563:2005, 1518-2011 and 10047.

Fortunately for us, our standards are to a great extent 
in line with that of global norms. Perhaps most 
importantly, manufacturers are obliged to meet their 
major distribution standards and these are typically that 
of America and Europe.

Although some independent crash testing of 
commercial vehicles is undertaken internationally, 

the reality is that the cost thereof is an 
extremely limiting factor. This type of 

independent crash testing is therefore 
usually undertaken in conjunction with 
the evaluation of other products such as 
barriers, poles and accident-reducing 
technology testing. 

An example of this would be the ‘all 
in one’ multiple product testing of the 
effectiveness of a specific arrestor-
bed aggregate – perhaps where a 
bus enters the arrestor-bed, and the 
simultaneously testing of the effect on 

the bus and its tyres.

Regulation of the manufacturing 
standards by governmental agencies to a 

certain extent compels the manufacturers 
themselves to conduct such testing and, like 

sedans, has seen certain countries mandating 
minimum requirements for commercial vehicles: 

under ride heights, structural rigidity, number of 
airbags and ABS as standard requirement and fitment. 

Interestingly, there has been a major worldwide shift to 
the improvement of the standards of general strength 
of the ‘A’, ‘B’ and ‘C’ pillars in vehicles’ general roof 
structure. It is heartening to note that this mindset has 
translated into including similar strength improvements 
in commercial vehicles. 

This type of improvement is particularly noteworthy 
to heavy vehicle ‘run off road and roll over’-type 
accidents, typically incurred as a result excessive speed 
and fatigue. In recent times, formal rollover tests and 
minimum requirements are now forming part of such 
leading industry standards as NHTSA, IIHS and ANCAP. 

The issues raised above are largely those of the truck 
tractor itself. The safety of trailers is an issue all of its 
own, with perhaps the most important issue of trailer 
safety being that of ‘under-run’ – typically directly linked 
to issues of visibility. 

South African Standards currently only address rear 
under-run (SANS 1055) besides Dangerous Goods 
vehicles, and to this extent are sorely lacking on the 
issue of ‘side under-run’ by vehicles. This would also 
address to a large extent the associated issue of 
pedestrian and cycle accidents, where inclusion of 
side under-run devices would help prevent this type 
of accident. Research has also shown that careful 
design can see such side under-run devices doubling 
as aerodynamic aids (Editor’s note: see article by Chris 
Crookes on truck aerodynamic aids on page 42.).

PuTTing Theory inTo PrAcTice

My team and I will be undertaking a full-scale, 
controlled and measured under-run crash test in 2014, 
with the aim of presenting this opportunity to industry 
stakeholders to learn from the crash test. 

Crash testing generally allows the results of physical 
structural changes to the vehicle to be analysed: 
roof escape hatches; larger internal space to allow 
for internal displacement; specifically collapsible 
components such as the vehicle structure itself as well 
as items such as collapsible steering columns. 

Even with these improvements, the greatest difficulty 
remains that of vehicle-to-vehicle compatibility. Here 
the major improvements have been crumple zones and 
minimum requirements for under ride heights.

Validation of this vehicle-to-vehicle incompatibility is 
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seen through our very own statistics confirming what 
international findings have indicated. Over the past few 
years, in fifty-nine major commercial accidents (3 500kg 
and above) where multiple deaths occurred, only seven 
(11,8%) of these resulted in the death of the commercial 
vehicle driver. This was usually due to some extenuating 
circumstance such as ensuing conflagration or no 
seatbelt use and resulting ejection.  

The difficulty in finding a reasonable resolution to this 
vehicle-to-vehicle incompatibility both short and long 
term, and among many other factors, is seen as one of 
the major justifications by proponents of dedicated and 
cordoned-off trucking lanes for commercial vehicles. 

Not to be taken lightly is the consideration of external 
heavy vehicle airbags, deployed immediately prior 
to impact on a similar basis as a normal airbag but 
specifically designed for sedan impacts, which could 
see the light of day. 

Such systems are already being deployed on upper-end 
vehicles, such as bonnet rising systems for pedestrians. 
Vehicle height-adjusting systems which initiate 
immediately prior to impact (dependent on the type of 
impact predicted) could quite feasibly be employed on 
commercial vehicles, but once again expensive crash 
testing would be required to evaluate the practical 
application of these.

Be cAreful whAT you wish for

An issue recently highlighted in a case investigated 
is that of the new vehicle delivery information 
supplied and training given. Sales representatives 
are often ill-equipped to provide this training, 
or simply do not take the time to educate the 
purchaser on the level of technology in a vehicle, 
and likewise its proper operation. 

Although one could argue that this is addressed by 
the inclusion of the vehicle owner`s manual with the 
vehicle when supplied, this issue remains problematic. 
Very often there is a disjointed association between the 
vehicle purchaser and the driver. 

It has long been identified that vehicles fitted with 
such technology are often learned – or incorrectly 
learned – through a process of experience, where such 
technological advancements and therefore specific 

requirements should rather be taught through a 
regulated and mandated procedure.

Unfortunately for the automotive industry, and 
perhaps most importantly for you as the end user, the 
implementation of these systems and the standards 
to be met – in order to maintain some semblance 
of control over safety – is slowly but surely requiring 
stringent enforcement.

This will include ongoing and increased computer-
based and real-world testing, ultimately increasing 
the overall cost of commercial vehicles. It is highly 
improbable that in any realistic short to medium term 
that computer-based crash testing would reach a level 
that would negate the necessity for real-world testing.  

Logically both computerised and real-world crash 
testing of any form is not a bad thing for safety. 
However, a further down-side to this is to some 
extent already being felt, where highly 
sophisticated components cannot 
be repaired and have to be 
replaced, such as airbags. 

Likewise, the structural 
integrity of collapsible 
structures requires 
specifically-trained 
and equipped 
repair shops, all 
of which will in 
time likely have 
a detrimental 
effect on the 
initial cost of 
the vehicle. 
Perhaps more 
problematic 
is the cost of 
insuring and 
maintaining 
such advanced 
technology.

Transporters are 
often painfully 
aware of the rising 
costs in other areas 
of their businesses, 
from fuel to labour, but 
the behind-the-scenes 
costs of improving vehicles’ 
internal and external safety cannot 
be overlooked. As it’s not possible – 
and not desirable – to turn the clock back on recent 
innovations in vehicle safety, the true costs of safety, 
not only in financial terms, should be remembered and 
budgeted for. 

Future Trucking & Logistics / October 201340

Crash safety >>


