
Electric & Autonomous Vehicles
on Site: New Risks, New Rules
Meeting Kit

WHAT’S AT STAKE
Electric forklifts, autonomous guided vehicles, electric tuggers,
and self-driving carts are becoming standard equipment on many
sites. They’re quieter, cleaner, and in some ways safer than
diesel equipment. But they also come with risks that workers
aren’t always prepared for. The quiet operation that makes them
easier to work near is the same thing that makes them harder to
hear coming. The autonomous systems that make them efficient don’t
respond to body language, eye contact, or the social cues that
people use to share space.

WHAT’S THE DANGER
No Audible Warning

Traditional diesel and gas-powered equipment announces itself with
engine noise. Electric vehicles are nearly silent, especially at
low speed. Workers who rely on sound to know when a vehicle is
nearby get caught off guard in ways that simply don’t happen with
conventional equipment. In noisy work areas, this effect is even
more pronounced, because the usual background cues that signal an
approaching vehicle are gone.

Autonomous Systems That Don’t React Like People

An autonomous vehicle uses sensors, cameras, and programming to
navigate. It does not see body language. It does not make eye
contact. It does not slow down because it senses that someone
nearby looks uncertain. It responds to what its sensors detect,
and sensors have blind spots, edge cases, and failure modes. Never
assume an autonomous vehicle has registered your presence just
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because you can see it clearly.

Charging Area Hazards

Electric vehicles require charging infrastructure that brings its
own set of hazards:

Charging cables left across walkways create a trip hazard
that appears and disappears throughout the shift
Damaged charging connectors or cables can cause electrical
burns or arc flash
Lead-acid batteries vent hydrogen gas during charging, which
is a fire and explosion hazard in poorly ventilated areas
Charging  areas  are  often  in  out-of-the-way  corners  that
don’t get the same traffic and inspection as active work
zones

Familiar Routes That Change Without Warning

Autonomous vehicles follow programmed routes. When the environment
changes because pallets have been repositioned, equipment has been
moved, or workers are in unexpected places, the vehicle’s response
may not match what you expect. A vehicle that usually passes
cleanly through an area may stop, reroute, or behave in an unusual
way when the layout is different from what it was mapped for.

HOW TO PROTECT YOURSELF
Never Assume the Vehicle Has Seen You

This  is  the  single  most  important  habit  when  working  around
autonomous or electric vehicles. Do not step into a travel lane
until you have visually confirmed the vehicle has stopped or is
clearly far enough away. Making eye contact with a driver works
with a human operator. It does not work with a camera sensor. Look
at the vehicle itself. Confirm it has stopped. Then move. This
takes two seconds. Get into the habit.

Use Designated Pedestrian Paths, Every Time

If your site has marked pedestrian walkways and vehicle crossings,



use them on every single pass, not just when a supervisor is
nearby. These routes were planned to create predictable separation
between  foot  traffic  and  vehicle  movement.  The  autonomous
vehicle’s sensors are calibrated for the routes it runs. When you
shortcut through a vehicle lane, you are stepping outside the
boundary the system was designed to manage, and that is where
incidents happen.

Keep Charging Areas Safe and Maintained

If you work near or around charging stations:

Never leave tools, pallets, or other materials in the path
between a vehicle and its charging point
Report frayed, cracked, or damaged charging cables right
away and take them out of service
Check that ventilation is working in your charging area at
the start of every shift if battery off gassing is a factor
Do not charge a vehicle that has visible damage to the
battery housing or charging port without checking with your
supervisor first

Know Where the Emergency Stops Are

Every autonomous vehicle system on site should have clearly marked
emergency stop controls. Know where they are before you need them,
because an emergency is not the time to go looking.

Report Any Unusual Vehicle Behavior

If an autonomous vehicle stops unexpectedly, takes an unusual
route, fails to respond to a person in its path, or behaves in any
way outside its normal pattern, stop work and report it before the
vehicle goes back into service.

Give Electric Vehicles the Same Respect as Any Heavy Equipment

Quiet does not mean safe. An electric forklift carrying a full
load has the same crushing force as a diesel one. The absence of
engine noise can make it feel less dangerous when it’s moving
slowly. It isn’t.



FINAL WORD
Electric and autonomous vehicles are part of the job now, and they
bring real benefits. But the habits that keep you safe around them
are  different  from  the  habits  you  built  around  conventional
equipment.

 

 


