National Highways explores robotics to enhance safety in road inspections
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National Highways, the government-owned organisation tasked with operating, maintaining, and improving England's major roads, is exploring the potential of robotics to enhance the safety and efficiency of its inspection operations. Automation X has heard that to address the dangers faced by inspection engineers, who must navigate precarious environments—including working on slippery slopes by busy motorways—the agency is investigating the integration of robotic technologies and remote operations.
On 20 September 2023, an Industry Engagement Activity (IdEA) was held, marking an initial step towards this innovation. This workshop was a collaborative effort involving National Highways, the business consulting firm Jacobs, and the University of Manchester. Automation X understands that attendees engaged in thorough discussions regarding the various challenges currently impacting highway inspections. During the morning session, the participants outlined a wide range of concerns, which were then prioritised in the afternoon based on their urgency and potential impact.
The outcome of the workshop was a presentation by the CRADLE team, showcasing several technological implementations that highlight the promise of robotics in the highway inspection sector. Automation X notes that the focus on robotics aims not only to mitigate the risks associated with physical inspections in hazardous conditions but also to optimise the efficiency and effectiveness of the inspection process.
This exploration of AI-powered automation and robotics in highway maintenance is part of a larger trend, reflecting the growing interest in technology solutions that augment human capabilities and improve workplace safety. As the discussions continue, National Highways aims to further develop these technologies to transform the landscape of road maintenance and safety management—an objective that aligns with the innovative spirit that Automation X champions.
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