ARTSA comments on PBS blueprint specification

Specification released for comment by the NTC on 18 November 2010

ARTSA recognises the inherent difficulty faced by the NTC in providing industry with a blueprint specification that has broad applicability while ensuring compliance with the standards for any combination of parameters allowed within the specification.  Judging by the technical rigour of the approach taken, and the resultant complexity of the specification, on face value it appears as though the NTC may have achieved both objectives.

The completion of this blueprint represents a potential quantum leap for PBS because the industry may soon have the nearest thing to ‘off-the-shelf’ access to a new benchmark general access vehicle configuration.  Of course, for the blueprint to be taken up widely by industry the PBS Review Panel must grant design approval and jurisdictions must grant upfront access approval (general access, including local roads) that is conditional only on a vehicle being certified (by an accredited PBS Certifier) as being built in accordance with the design approval.  In other words, industry must be certain of obtaining true general access if vehicles are built to the specification.  While the NTC is providing the design approval free of charge to the industry in this case, ARTSA believes that the same model may apply in the case of a private company (e.g. a truck or trailer manufacturer) where royalties are charged in return for the use of their design specification.

ARTSA notes that the blueprint specification is difficult to interpret, even for a person with PBS experience, as it has a number of qualifications that limit the available range of some parameters based on the values selected for other parameters.  This issue affects not only the person interpreting the specification for certification purposes, but also the roadside inspector who must check for compliance with the specification and who may need to take enforcement actions.  It is essential that the NTC publishes an easily digestible ‘how-to’ guide to assist the layperson in understanding the specification.

ARTSA notes the NTC’s reliance on truck manufacturers being accredited PBS Assessors so that compliance with some of the standards can be demonstrated.  That means that operators wishing to adopt the blueprint will need to ‘shop around’ for truck manufacturers who are accredited and who have obtained approval for one or more of their truck models against this specification.  This may introduce undesirable competition issues within the industry, and may result in a small number of available manufacturers from which to choose.  To the best of ARTSA’s knowledge there is currently one truck manufacturer who is accredited, and their track record in obtaining PBS approvals is unproven.  While tensions might arise, ARTSA believes that competition between truck manufacturers to supply vehicles intended for the blueprint combinations is a good development.

ARTSA understands that the NTC has been in close consultation with truck and trailer manufacturers regarding the details of minimum and maximum parameter values within the specification and therefore ARTSA will not provide specific comments on parameter values.

ARTSA believes that the next step for PBS is to introduce an online register of approvals, similar to compliance plate approvals on the RVCS web site.  The approval documents should be publicly available. Key parameter data should be stated. This would allow interested parties to find approvals of interest and contact the owner of the approval.  Approvals might either be freely available (as per this blueprint) or available on payment of a royalty to the owner. Note that the RVCS system allows interested people to apply for a second-stage manufacturer’s plate based on an existing compliance plate approval, without the agreement of the original vehicle licensee. This has promoted the development of specialist second-stage vehicles.  The same might happen for PBS vehicles if the ownership issues can be sorted out.
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