National Highways explores robotics for safer inspections
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National Highways is exploring the integration of robotics in its inspection processes to enhance safety for its engineers. This initiative comes as the organisation seeks innovative methods to conduct inspections along busy motorways, particularly in scenarios where engineers must navigate precarious conditions, such as slippery slopes and proximity to large structures like signage gantries.
On 20 September 2023, National Highways hosted an 'Industry Day' workshop in collaboration with Jacobs and the University of Manchester. This event, identified as the first Industry Engagement Activity (IdEA) by the CRADLE team, was designed to address the challenges faced by the highway inspection sector. The morning session involved discussions among representatives from National Highways, Jacobs, and the University of Manchester, focusing on the various difficulties encountered during road inspections. In the afternoon, participants prioritised these challenges based on their urgency and potential impact.
The workshop facilitated constructive dialogue about the use of robotics and remote operations, a concept that has arisen from prior interactions between National Highways and Jacobs. The organisations aim to enhance the safety of inspection processes, thereby reducing the time personnel spend in hazardous environments.
Following the workshop, the CRADLE team introduced several technological solutions that leverage robotics capabilities tailored for the highway inspection sector. These new implementations demonstrate the potential of automation to transform traditional business practices in a critical public safety domain, marking a significant advancement in the relationship between technology and infrastructure maintenance.
The discussions and proposals from the workshop indicate a forward-looking approach by National Highways towards utilising emerging technologies, as the industry contemplates future trends in AI and automation that could reshape its operational landscape.
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