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1. Two traffic accidents occurred in road tunnels in 1999.  These were the fire in the Mont Blanc Tunnel (France and Italy) on 24 March 1999 which caused the death of 39 persons; and the accident and fire on 27 May 1999 in the Tauern Tunnel (Austria) which caused the death of 12 persons.

2. After identifying the measures to be taken Community-wide to reduce the risks of accidents in tunnels, the Commission consulted national experts and organizations at a meeting in Brussels on 28 September 1999.

3. Road tunnels represent a specific risk in the event of fire or explosion, because of the confined space which prevents the heat from the fire from being evacuated and makes it difficult for users exposed to a fire to take cover or be rescued.  Serious fires, which are infrequent, are often the result of an initial collision which probably would only have caused material damage if it had taken place on the open road.

4. There are considerable differences in the characteristics of tunnels and the dates on which they were brought into service.  The consultation showed that an approach aimed at a high level of safety in tunnels must be preceded by a case-by-case investigation and a more general approach, such as, for example, the drafting of European construction standards.  At this stage, the Commission is not looking to the creation of “Euro-standards” establishing the characteristics of tunnels since they would not take sufficient account of the technical features of each tunnel.

5. The Commission would like, however, to encourage the adoption of a harmonized safety assessment methodology, based on the best practices developed in its member States, which would be a useful tool for recording safety levels in tunnels and augmenting the homogeneity of the transport network.

6. The Commission is in favour of establishing a working group on safety in tunnels within the Inland Transport Committee of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, and of including minimum technical criteria in the European Agreement on Main International Traffic Arteries (AGR).
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