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Callum: Hello, I'm Callum Robertson and this is Weekender.  

 

 If you live in a big city then you are probably familiar with sounds like this. 

 

SIRENS 

 

Callum: The sound of emergency vehicles trying to get through heavy traffic. Police 

cars, fire engines and ambulances all use loud sirens to warn people to get out 

of the way because they need to get somewhere quickly. 

 

 Of course in an emergency the emergency services need to get through the 

streets – but some people believe that their current loud sirens are maybe not 

the most effective. It can be very difficult to tell from which direction the 

sound is coming from and the volume can be so loud that it surprises and 

shocks drivers. 

 

 Only yesterday as I was cycling home through the rush hour streets of London 

a driver accidentally blocked an emergency vehicle instead of getting out of the 

way and I was almost deafened by the siren. So is there another way that could 

make the streets quieter, but also safer. Some people believe there is. 

 

 Peter Wakeham is the director of an organisation called the Noise Abatement 

Society. The Noise Abatement Society monitors and tries to deal with noise 

related issues – they help to inform government policy and laws to control 

certain noise related issues. They are currently working to introduce what is 
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called broadband noise technology in different areas. I asked Peter if he could 

describe the concept of broadband noise. He starts of by describing a walk in a 

quiet wood or forest and what happens when you hear a twig snap. A twig is a 

small piece of wood, maybe a small branch from a tree which is lying on the 

ground and snap is the sound it makes when it breaks, if someone stands on it 

for example. He uses this to illustrate the idea of broadband noise and says that 

it automatically makes you do something – listen out for that – what is it that 

he says broadband noise makes you do automatically? 

 

Peter Wakeham 

It's very simple, if you can imagine walking through a wood late at night in the peace and 

quiet and you hear a twig snap you automatically turn towards that twig. And this is exactly 

what broadband is, you know which direction it's coming from, you know instantly which 

side of you it's coming from. Alarms at the moment are so loud that they actually disorientate 

you. You know let's all be honest if you're at a set of traffic lights you don't know which 

direction an ambulance, police car or a fire engine may be coming from, but with broadband 

you do. You automatically turn towards it, therefore it has to be safer because you can then 

get out of the way very quickly. But the nice thing about broadband is as soon as it’s gone by 

you, it disappears, you don't actually hear it. 

 

Callum: He says that with broadband noise, like the sound of a  twig snapping in the 

forest, you turn to it automatically. This, he says, must then be safer as you 

know exactly where it is coming from and you can get out of the way 

immediately. Current alarms, he says, are so loud that they can disorientate you. 

If you are disorientated it means you are confused and don't know where to go 

or what to do. This certainly seems to have happened to the motorist I saw 

yesterday who blocked the emergency vehicle. 

 

 Peter also mentions one other advantage of broadband sirens. What is it? 
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Peter Wakeham 

The nice thing about broadband is as soon as it’s gone by you, it disappears, you don't 

actually hear it. 

 

Callum: He says that after it has gone by you, after it has passed you don't hear it any 

more – so as well as being safer, he says it is also quieter. 

 

 So that's the idea behind broadband noise alarms, but what do they sound like? 

Here's Peter Wakeham again, how does he describe the sound? 

 

Peter Wakeham 

It sounds just like a 'shush shush' sound. It's not rich in tones. The alarms you hear at the 

moment are very very rich in tones but with broadband it's not and all you hear is a shush 

shush sound, but because it’s not got the tonal content you know where that sound is coming 

from. 

 

Callum: He describes it as a 'shush shush' sound which doesn't have the 'tones' of a 

normal siren. 

 

 Here now is an example of broadband noise, though as you are listening 

through your computer you won't get the same effect as if you were listening in 

the street. 

 

BROADBAND NOISE SAMPLE 

 

Callum: Broadband noise alarms are being used in a number of places around the 

United Kingdom and they can also be used not only on vehicles but also in 

buildings to help people find the exits when there is an emergency. 

 

 That's all from this edition of weekender. 


