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[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Hi, everybody. Welcome back to another episode of the ACB Advocacy Update. This is Claire Stanley, the Director of Advocacy and Governmental Affairs. I'm really excited to talk about our episode this week because we're talking about something that I know a lot of members of the blind and low vision community are excited about. That being autonomous vehicles. But before we jump in, we just always like to remind our listeners that if you have any advocacy needs, don't hesitate to reach out. You can email us at advocacy@acb.org and we will take a peek at that and get back to you. But I'm not gonna spend much time delaying because we have a really fun topic to discuss today. And to talk with us, we have our very own executive director, Scott Thornhill, because he came to DC to participate in this particular hearing that we had to talk about autonomous vehicles that, at least me, hopes will be on the streets of Washington, D.C. in the near-ish future. So without further ado, I'm going to turn it over to our awesome operations administrator, Grace Hart, who will be our interviewer today. Grace, the floor is yours.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB] 
Hello, everybody, and thank you for tuning in. Alright, let us get down to business. Um, so Claire, could you explain a little bit about what the hearing on July 13th in DC was all about?
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Absolutely. So, there has been work in motion for quite some time to see if, um, autonomous vehicles can come on the roads in DC. I know a lot of our members from across the country either have seen it in their own backyard, or are hearing that a lot of different cities across the US are allowing what we call AVs, autonomous vehicles, on the road. Phoenix, Arizona, I believe, was the first one. We've seen them in San Francisco, Los Angeles. I think in Miami, they're coming soon. Atlanta, just really popping up all over, Nashville, Tennessee. And so here in the district, there is legislation that has been introduced in DC City Council. DC is really fascinating because it's not a state, right? So it has to be done through the city council. So there has been legislation introduced in the last couple of months that would talk about, one, are they allowed on the streets, and two, what that would even look like. And so, the hearing was to hear testimony from just about anybody who wanted to talk about the legislation and the presence of AVs on the road of DC. Um, and there were, I think I heard the final number was 82 people who registered to testify, either for or against, or a lot of people just on the different nuances of how it would work. And so Scott and I had the opportunity to go in person and testify, and to give our insight on, should we support the bill and what it should look like and that kind of thing.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB]
82 people. That sounds like a long hearing.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Scott and I bumped into a gentleman in the elevator going up who said he worked for City Council, and he said something along the lines of, I think I'm gonna be here till the evening.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB]
Oh, no! Oh, boy. Well, Scott, can you talk a little bit about why ACB chose to participate in this hearing?
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB]
Sure. And thank you. So we felt like it was important for our voices, representing our members and other folks in the blind or low vision community to be heard around this subject matter, for various reasons we'll get into in a little while. But, in terms of how the American Council of the Blind participates and where we choose to put our advocacy and those kinds of things, the thought process around this one being that it's such a game changer, just as, sort of rideshare was however many years ago. Um, and now autonomous vehicles bring another level of independence and another, uh, level of, um, transportation sort of autonomy, if you will, for people who are blind or with low vision. So it was important for our voice to be heard around this… around this subject, and this bill in particular, because there's been an effort in the District for some period of time now, and there's been testing, and we participated early on. With, the testing and the sort of demonstrations that were being done with autonomous vehicles. So, just felt like it was important to continue that effort and see this through and to the point where DC has autonomous vehicles deployed. And literally the bill name has deployment in the in the title, but to be deployed in the district. And so. It was important that we do that and do whatever we could to see this through.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
And just to build off of that a little bit as well, of course, ACB would love to be at any, you know, um, city council, county, state, um, to help advocate. Of course, that's what our affiliates are all about, right? They have the, um, the opportunity to speak in their own affiliate in their own state. But I think for me, well, one, I'm obviously biased, because I live in the DC area, but even more so, I think we really wanted to advocate for the district, because it's such a powerful thing to talk about our nation's capital, right? I think most of us want AVs everywhere, but to talk about bringing it to. The national capital of the United States, I think, is a really powerful symbol. And DC, our national office, is just, in Alexandria, Virginia, just a rock's throw from the district. And we're here all the time doing work on Capitol Hill or with the federal agencies. So I think both because of proximity to our work, and again, just the symbolism of being in our nation's capital.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB]
Definitely. Um, Claire, could you talk a little bit about what the atmosphere was like at the hearing?
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Absolutely. Like we had said before, just the sheer number of people was so fascinating. We anticipated that it would be a big number, but it was a big number. We're really fortunate to have a relationship with some of the AV companies like Waymo, and one of the representatives had reached out and said, um, you guys don't need to hurry about getting there promptly at the time you were assigned, because they're running way behind, because they were talking with a lot of the actual, um, industry folk, um, and apparently that went way over, because they had, rightfully so, a lot of good discussion. So even just the time was behind, because there were such in-depth conversations. Um, there were people from every different perspective you could imagine. Industry, lawyers, disability, the bicycle community, so very diverse, lots of opinions here, there, and everywhere. Um, so yeah, just… like I said, the gentleman who worked on the… in the office had, you know, joked, I'm gonna be here until late in the evening. So just a lot of input, a lot of passion on all different variations of the perspectives. Um, and a lot of great questions. I was really impressed. Um, the, uh, chairman who had introduced the bill and was asking questions, his name is Chairman Allen, and just really good questions, um, from all different perspectives. So, very…Um, passionate and excited and very crowded.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB]
That's awesome. Um, Scott, uh, what were some of the reasons when you were testifying that you personally explained as the benefits, uh, that autonomous vehicles bring to the blind community?
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB] 
Um, some of them, you know, mentioned just a moment ago, and… around independence, and around just that, um, autonomy, but also options. Um, as we know, there's… there's… Public transportation available in the district. And then there's, of course, also rideshare and there's other opportunities, but but just options. As we have said in other situations that. Independence does not mean that that you that you have one choice. You have one option. And this is your this is your one way to be independent, choosing the way that you want to be independent. And, so having more options, just in our opinion, in my opinion, is better. And in this case, also, and building a little bit on what Claire said a moment ago, is the fact that D.C, being our nation's capital, obviously, and they even referenced that during the hearing, was that, yes, they are, um… you know, District of Columbia, so they're DC, but then, you know, sometimes they're DC, and sometimes they're, you know, the capital of the United States. I mean, they're always both, but it was noted that as they make decisions, they have to look at various elements of how this comes together, and that was part of what I spoke about, was also the millions of tourists that come to Washington, D.C. every single year. You know, it's top 10 locations in the United States for visitors every year, year in and year out. And so, certainly a portion of those visitors are going to be blind or with low vision. So it's not just those who live in the district or who work in the district, you know, you add, you know, over 20 million more people, you're going to have a, you know, a portion of that, you know, probably, you know, certainly tens of thousands, if not, you know, 100,000 of individuals who are going to be blind or low vision. You add that to the mix, and now the options become even more important. Uh, of course, you match that with the fact that DC traffic is… is already not great, um, in many places. It's tight. Um, a lot of people in a small space, and… and so, um… So those were some of the reasons that that I spoke about in my own testimony.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Yeah, and a few things that I spoke about were having, just like Scott said, having more options. I actually applauded the District of Columbia for having more options, I love that word, than a lot of places. One of the reasons I moved here. So it does have great public transportation, but it's not an all-in-all. There are still places it doesn't go to, and there are still time limitations, and so having those options for those of us who are reliant on public transportation just adds another, you know, quote-unquote, tool in our toolkit to be able to use when the metro doesn't go to the part of the city I need to, or it's late at night and I need another option. And then, of course, I talked, which is, you know, my biggest reason, and I'll stand on a soapbox and talk about it, is as a guide dog user. Those of us in the blind community often use rideshare companies. Um, like Scott said, however many years ago, when Uber and Lyft and others came around, it was a game changer for us. Um, but those of us who use guide dogs are denied repeatedly, and so the first time I ever took, um, an autonomous vehicle, I went, there's no driver to say no. So, that was another big, a big push for a lot of us who use guide dogs.
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB]
And Grace, I want to… Claire mentioned something that sparked a memory from the hearing for me was she mentioned about… The metro and how it doesn't cover, you know, all of the, all of the district, that's a bit of a hot topic, um, not, not the metro element, but around autonomous vehicles, rideshare, taxi service, you know, these different elements of transportation, uh, in DC, uh, being that, um, all of the wards, as they would be called in DC, and I believe there's 8 of them, um, that…
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Mm-hmm, yep.
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB]
So, for example, the Metro doesn't… doesn't cover everywhere. Um, it covers a lot of it, but not everywhere. And then also rideshare, right? You have… you have human beings who are driving, and um… there's a lot of debate around that. They're independent contractors, so it's their car, um…Or they're operating the car. It's, it's most of the time it's their car. Um, and so, you know, they can choose where they want to go or where they don't want to go. Um, and taxis are the same way. Choose where you want to go, where you don't want to go. And so there are areas of DC that don't get coverage, um, as much as others for various reasons, and that… that would be a whole separate podcast about, you know, around that, but… but reasons why, you know, Rideshare or whoever may choose not to be in a certain area. So there's discussion with the autonomous vehicles and deployment around, sort of. Serving all areas of DC. And so it will be interesting to see where the companies come down on this and where the politicians sort of, you know, the council comes down on this in terms of what needs to be done, because I do believe it may not be the biggest reason, but I think it's one of the reasons is the autonomous vehicles would be seen as an option where there wouldn't be that, sort of, that human element of determining where you're going to go or not go for various reasons. So…
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Absolutely. Yeah.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB]
For sure. Those are all excellent points. Um, Claire, could you talk a bit about, uh, what other communities testified in favor or against the presence of autonomous vehicles in DC?
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Absolutely. It was really fascinating because I had been to previous hearings and discussions where different communities had strong opinions on why autonomous vehicles would not be appropriate. Whereas this time, of course, there were always people on either end, quote unquote, but this time I felt like a lot of the persons testifying weren't necessarily super one way or the other, but instead we're saying if we have them, these are elements that we need to consider and had some really interesting ideas. One that I remember hearing in previous years and were back again were, oh, I'm gonna get their title wrong, but they're basically trial attorneys which makes me smile. You have a whole association of trial attorneys, but they were talking about liability right, in general life. When you have vehicles, there is a person who's liable if there's an accident. Well, if you're taking an autonomous vehicle from a 3rd party provider, you're not the one, presumably, who's going to cause a car accident, so then who would be liable? So when thinking about how this would work before they're allowed on the road, we understandably do need to think about those kinds of things. Who's going to be held liable if either the AV hits a person on the street, another car, if another car hits the AV. Um, so those, those have been people who have been really, um, part of the conversation. Um, there are a lot of bicyclists, um, who have talked about the issue, um, you know, what lanes AVs can and cannot go into, where bicycles can and cannot go, and just kind of the interplay between the two communities, which has been a very fascinating conversation I've observed over the last several years, especially in the District of Columbia, where they have assigned quite a few different lanes for bicycles. And I hate to use the word competing, but sometimes I feel like they are competing a little bit. Um, so yeah, those are just two examples of different perspectives. Of course, then there's other perspectives from other disabilities. Um, of course, the perspective of things like cab and, uh, rideshare drivers, who, you know, there's always… whenever you have new technology coming in, there's always that kind of tug-and-pull of competition, where they want to keep their jobs understandably. But like anything, when you have new technology, it comes in and disrupts the community for a little bit. But I personally think that's just the evolution of any technology. But because of that, there were quite a few different perspectives being discussed.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB] 
That's super interesting. Now, you touched on it briefly in your, um, most recent comment, Claire, but Scott, uh, were all members of the disability community in favor of the bill?
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB] 
No, they were not. Many were, many were, but not all. And as Claire mentioned, it's not even so much… people being… I would say, you know, for or against… I would say, during the time we were there, if I had to sort of weigh on the scales, I would say I heard more support for the bill than opposition to the bill. It was more around, sort of details of the bill and how it would be implemented and some suggested, you know, changes, you know, additions or, minor changes, but in relation to your direct question. So and the reason being is that, there were some disability groups represented who, were concerned about the lack of wheelchair access and other, sort of, you know, equipment, access for people with disabilities to the vehicles. So, for example, some of the, autonomous vehicle companies at this point, most of them are sort of sedans, so they're gonna be smaller cars, relatively smaller. Um, although there was some talk of an autonomous vehicle company that is specifically for people with wheelchairs, and it wasn't… Claire, you may know, but it wasn't one that I had been familiar with. Previously. Um…
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
I'd heard of them before. Yeah, they're based out of Michigan, I believe. Yeah.
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB]
No.
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB] 
But for people with wheelchairs. But to that point, it was very interesting because there was more than one, probably at least two or three for sure, that I heard that were in the community that would be representing individuals with mobility devices and things who were in support of the bill. Um, and I think part of that is… is this mindset of, okay, do we get everything that we want right now, in the beginning, up front, you know, as it's deployed, or do we get what we can get, because we know that we can keep advocating and get more as we move forward, and it's sort of that… the old saying that it's easier to turn a moving ship, right? If you're sitting still, it's more difficult to turn, and so if you're at least moving, even if you're not moving, you know, completely in the direction you want to go, if you're moving, it's easier to turn, and so I think that's part of this, is if you can get it deployed, then you can get to the point where you want to get, at some juncture in the future. However, there are those who would say they don't buy into that philosophy, and if we don't get it now, when there's momentum and there's all this energy behind it, then it may never happen. And so. Not all of the disability groups were there. I would say if I had to really define it, it would be around those who would be using equipment and would need it either stored in the autonomous vehicle or would need to be able to, you know, to lock down a wheelchair, things along those lines, um, is… is where there was some concern, um, around how the bill is… is done and how it moves forward. So, um…Yeah.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB] 
One community that was the way they had us was on panels, I think is the term they used. And one of the young men who sat next to me on the panel represented a different community in the disability space, and that was persons with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Um, I believe he identified as autistic, and he was so pro-AVs, it made me smile. He was like, let's do this. So, it just shows that there… and that's okay, right? That there are different perspectives from each group for different reasons. So, we're not a monolith, we have different… needs and concerns and perspectives.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB]
Definitely. There's nuance there, right?
  
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Yes, yeah.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB] 
Well, this has been a great discussion. Is there anything that either of you would like to say about this event that you haven't already?
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB] 
Claire, go ahead if you want.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB] 
I think I was just really appreciative that we had the opportunity to be there, um, that we could give our perspective. So, um, thank you to the District of Columbia and City Council for the opportunity to be there. Um, when me, Scott, and, um, the young man, the autistic young man spoke, um, Chairman Alan said, well, you guys are all clearly very pro, and it just brought a smile to my face that we could put our voice out there and that it could be conveyed that there is a community who is very excited about the benefits that it could bring to our communities.
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB] 
Yeah. And I think, as we were there on that panel, as Claire mentioned, we also had, Kent Kaiser, I believe it is from United Spinal, was remote, on our panel as well and was supportive, you know, of the bill. And we know Kent, from some other work that we've done and just different events and things, but he had that perspective as well around sort of that, you know, excitement and ready to go and then the thoughts of what would be down the road. You know, the press coverage there was great. More than one, uh…representative, you know, television and otherwise, and as a matter of fact, um, Claire's guide dog, Tulane, um, got, uh, a special call-out in the hallway. Uh, one of the… one of the news folks came over and wanted to know, sort of, you know, what is your dog's name? And, you know, I didn't hear your dog's name, and…and got a picture, and of course, Tulane tried to, you know, kiss the camera or the guy, you know, as the picture's happening, but, uh, um, she's so sweet. But, um, but it was interesting because, you know, Claire having a service animal, you know, brought a perspective that I'm not sure they heard otherwise, um. And so I think that that was an excellent point. And then I too, and I didn't mention it earlier when Claire said it, but Councilmember Allen, who introduced this bill, was very just engaging, having been involved in some of these events before.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB] 
Mm-hmm.
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB]
You, you go and sometimes you wonder how plugged in the individuals are who are actually, you know, at the hearing or what it might be and actually getting questions and, and obviously it makes those panels run longer, but, getting those questions and knowing that they're plugged in was great for me. I do know that you were mentioning about things that may not have been said previously in our questions, that some of the questions that I believe industry got before we arrived, they were referenced during our time there. And I think that, you know, that's going to be a big part of this are, you know, how is the industry? You know, you think about the District of Columbia, and we mentioned the size of the district. If you have more than one autonomous vehicle company, right, where do they go when they're not on the road? They have to be serviced, they have to, you know, sort of be parked somewhere, so there was discussion around, you know, one facility that would be like a hub for multiple autonomous vehicle companies, and so there's so many considerations behind this, you know, when you get to ride in an autonomous vehicle, and experience it, and the freedom, and the new technology, and it's this amazing opportunity that's out there in front of us, right? There's a lot of logistics behind the scenes that we don't necessarily think about, and so there was some discussion around that, and how that would all work, and so, I'm thankful to those who, even though it can get in the nitty-gritty a little bit, in the weeds a little bit, it's… I'm thankful for those who do look at all of those elements, and they have to Um, in terms of how things are actually going to work, uh, because I believe that questioning and… and we have our excitement around it for what it brings to our community. Others have some trepidation because of… of what could be there in terms of liability, but also safety and…um, you know, do you pull an AV off the road if it runs a red light, for example, or if it does have a violation of some sort? Because safety, um, Grace, as you may know, and Claire certainly does, you know, safety is one of the big selling points for autonomous vehicles, unlike what a lot of people may believe about autonomous vehicles, because every time something happens with one of them in a negative way, it makes the news and it's a big deal because it's this new technology and oh, there's no driver. Well, the fact that there's not a driver is one of the huge selling points here because of an autonomous vehicle doesn't get distracted, right? There's no texting, there's no drunk driving, there's no, um, but so, so therefore one of the comments that was made while we were there was like, hey, if there is a violation then we need to know what happened and all this because it shouldn't be happening with this technology. And so there will also be expectations around the autonomous vehicles that I think have to be understood. And do they get pulled off the road if there's a violation? And there's also going to be an effort, I think, to limit the number of vehicles probably initially, which is important to note, I believe through 2028 potentially is how the bill.
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB] 
Mm-hmm. Yes, yeah.
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB]
Which is important to note, I believe through 2028 potentially is how the bill, lays it out, and so there's… there's still gonna be work to be done, which, with new technology and other things, it's like, hey, let's have this, let's not… don't hold it back from us, you know, but at the same time, in a measured way, so…
 
[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Absolutely.
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB]
Just a few extra comments and things I was thinking about.

[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Great.
 
[Grace Hart, ACB]
Well, I really appreciate you both joining us here this morning for the ACB Advocacy Update. To our listeners, as always, if you have any advocacy needs, please feel free to email us at advocacy@acb.org. And…I really… I'm quite excited about this this AV bill in DC and we'll see where it goes.
 
[Scott Thornhill, ACB]
Me too. Absolutely. Thank you, Grace. Thanks, Claire.

[Grace Hart, ACB]
Absolutely.

[Claire Stanley, ACB]
Awesome. And we always end our show by telling everybody to keep advocating.

[Grace Hart, ACB]
Keep advocating.

[Scott Thornhill, ACB]
Absolutely.


