No
driver on
board
With autonomous cars
allowed on UK motorways
next month, how far off is
the day when we won’t
need to drive at all?
WORDS:
C AT H E R I N E G R AY

DRIVERLESS CARS

DRIVERLESS CARS

he ‘fake city’ of Castle is a
fenced-off plot of land that
covers 91 acres east of San
Francisco. It was once home
to the Castle Air Force Base,
which closed in 1995 after
the Cold War ended. Now,
its driveways have no houses behind them and
the only inhabitants are employees of Waymo,
the self-driving car development company
(a sister company to Google), all of whom stay
overnight in dormitories when they can’t make
it back to San Fran. Waymo created the eerie
town of Castle for the testing of driverless cars.
In October, Waymo allowed a select group
of non-employees to ride along. Katie Burke, 24,
was invited as a reporter for US-based weekly
Automotive News. “There’s always been a back-up
safety driver in the front seat before. This time
there was no-one,” she tells us. “After the initial
novelty, it was pretty boring – like riding with
a really smooth, careful driver.”
Waymo is testing a range of car
makes and models, including
vehicles from Lexus, Prius and
Chrysler Pacifica. The latter,
more family minivan than sexy
groundbreaker, was chosen for
Burke and her fellow guests
– perhaps to up the ‘safe’ feel.
They have a steering wheel
and pedals (legally compulsory
in California, but set to be
removed eventually) as well as
buttons to start the car, call
Waymo for advice, pull over and stop. “The cars
performed well when pedestrians stepped out,
bikes swerved in front and cardboard boxes
suddenly fell into the road,” says Burke.
Screens inside the Chrysler show
passengers what the car’s radars and cameras
are seeing: pedestrians, bikes, ambulances,
roundabouts, roadside construction areas, even
traffic cones. “That was pretty comforting,” says
Burke. “I would definitely use a fully autonomous
car now. It would mean I only need to drive for
pleasure. Just as horse-riding went from being
an A-to-B necessity to an occasional fun sport.”
For many of us though, driverless cars make
us feel uneasy. But that fear is beginning to
soften into excitement. Despite the fact that an
easyCar Club survey in 2016 found that 47% of

POD-LIKE VEHICLES COULD
BE COMMONPLACE ON
TOMORROW’S ROADS

T

driving experience, with
autonomous technologies
helping with the challenging or
more tedious parts of driving,” says
a spokesperson for Jaguar Land
Rover. This year, semi-autonomous
vehicles have already been quietly
navigating regular roads, with companies testing
in Greenwich, Nuneaton, Coventry, Bristol and
Milton Keynes. These have back-up drivers on
board, but have mostly been driving themselves.
“Driverless vehicles were in the planning stage
last year. Now they’re shifting to the production
line,” says autonomous vehicle engineer David
Silver, head of self-driving car courses at San
Francisco educational organisation Udacity.
“It’s very likely that within five years, autonomous
vehicles will be commonplace in British cities.”
The idea of spending tens of thousands
of pounds on buying and maintaining your own,
constantly depreciating car will become archaic.
Experts agree that in the future, we’re more likely
to pay a subscription to a specific manufacturer,
meaning we could choose from its entire range

“In the future we’re more likely to pay a subscription
to a specific manufacturer or summon
cars on-demand via an app, as we do with Uber”
respondents said they would refuse to set foot
in a driverless car, attitudes are changing. The
UK government has allocated £8.1million to
spearhead lorry-platooning trials in 2018,
consisting of two autonomous vehicles (with
back-up drivers, to begin with) tailing a humandriven lorry, to help cut congestion and
emissions (automatic braking means lorries can
drive closer together, reducing air resistance
and therefore fuel consumption for the trailing
vehicles). And autonomous functions feature in
almost every major car company’s upcoming
plans. “Future technologies will give the driver
more, not less – they will assist and enhance the

(“Am I in a motorbike or a 4x4 mood today?”), or
to summon cars on-demand via apps, just as we
currently do with Uber, only without the driver.
The majority of these ‘robocars’ are expected
to be electric and emission-free too. “There’s
a huge environmental cost at production, but far
fewer cars will be produced,” says Silver. He adds
that it will be in the interest of car companies to
invest in lengthening the distances that electric
vehicles can travel, given that they’ll want their
shared vehicles on the move as much as possible.
Our cities will be transformed. “The average
car is parked up 96% of the time,” says Silver.
“Shared cars won’t need to park – they’ll simply

drop you off and leave, saving you hours of
space-hunting frustration.” Rather than cars
clogging up pretty streets, they’ll likely take
themselves off to hangar-sized multi-level
garages out of town, freeing up in-town land
and making road room for bike lanes. “Hundreds
of acres of space will be reclaimed for more
affordable housing, pedestrianised space and
public parks.” We’ll remotely summon vehicles
to our doors as easily as we post on Instagram.

L I F E O N T H E ROA D
But what about people who drive for a living?
Licensed HGV, taxi and private-hire drivers total
around 840,000 of the British workforce, not to
mention delivery drivers. This is a concern for
the general public, but Silver is evangelical
about his area of expertise. “There will be a huge
surge in new jobs, from production to software
development to helpdesks. Autonomous driving
will trigger an economic boom,” he explains.
“Some 6% of GDP is lost worldwide to traffic
accidents, such as the cost of treating injuries.
Food-delivery services such as Deliveroo will
become much cheaper, meaning we’ll use them
more, stimulating that industry. Childcare hours
will become shorter, since we won’t need nannies
to pick up kids. People will sleep in their cars
between cities on business trips, rather than
getting hotels. We’ll then have extra money to
spend on holidays, luxe meals and fancier
interiors.” Some industries will nosedive, others
will thrive, but the change is coming nonetheless.
What about fears that hackers could
potentially command control of vehicles and
take us on hellish joyrides, or steal our personal
journey data, putting our security at risk?
“Driverless cars essentially pose the same
hacking risks as those we already have: smart
cars with connectivity [such as Bluetooth and
GPS],” says David Emm, a cybersecurity
expert at Kaspersky Lab in the UK.
“People already have their insurance
STYLIST.CO.UK
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companies tracking their journeys to
lower their premiums. Hackers could
already steal that route data.”
Manufacturers can also intervene in smart
car technology. In September, during Hurricane
Irma, electric vehicle pioneer Tesla rolled out
a temporary software update to unlock extra
battery capacity for drivers evacuating Florida.
“A couple of years ago two researchers
demonstrated that they could hack a smart car
and drive it off the road,” says Emm. “The wider
the connectivity goes in the car, the more apps
that can control the car, the larger the potential
attack surface.” But, on the flipside, driverless

T i me to
bi n th ose
L pl ates …
Look out for these driverless
vehicles on our
roads in the next few years

“The safety issue of
getting into a taxi alone at
2am would be eradicated”
technology could help outwit terrorists who use
cars as weapons, as they would be programmed
not to mow down pedestrians.
Tech insiders have also speculated that in
the future we could be spending our freed-up
leisure time (what with the 190 hours a year
we’re expected to save on driving) on ‘moving
platforms’ like mobile airport terminals, complete
with capsule hotels, beauty salons and
restaurants. “It’s really exciting, design-wise,”
says Richard Seale, the lead automotive
designer at Seymourpowell in London. “This is
probably 20 years ahead, but once driverless
cars are 100% safe, you won’t need any of the
crash-protective shell, so vehicles will become
featherweight – and could even be glass pods.
“We’ll no longer need to be strapped-in and
sat down, so you could have vehicles tall enough
for us to walk around in, with sofas, beds and
retractable roofs. Like a room on wheels.”
Meanwhile, a study conducted by Nissan last
year found that 56% and 30% of drivers
questioned believed that self-driving cars would
be of the greatest value to the personal mobility
of disabled and elderly people respectively. And
the safety issue of getting into a taxi alone at
2am would be eradicated.
It’s all very well imagining us zipping to work
in a glass pod while reading, drinking coffee and
getting a back massage from a recliner – but
what about those who love driving? Autonomous
driving and driving passion could coexist, says
Dr Frank Shaw, foresight director at Cantebury’s
Centre for Future Studies, who works with Kia
on driverless cars. Will we end up with theme
parks dedicated to driving? “You can already
spend a day at Brands Hatch zooming around in
a Lamborghini,” he says. “As the misery of daily
driving becomes a scarce pleasure, we’ll crave it.”

M O R A L I M P L I C AT I O N S
A more philosophical angle to the debate
emerged when New Scientist reported that
driverless cars may come with ‘ethical knobs’
whereby we choose whether the car saves
passengers or pedestrians in a crash scenario. If
you, as a passenger, had set the car to ‘altruist’,
the car would swerve to avoid children, even if it
meant you ploughing into a brick wall. Whereas
setting the vehicle to full ‘egoist’ mode would
mean the car prioritises your life over others’.
“In a crash, a human driver uses instinct to
102
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u Nissan has already tested its
semi-autonomous Leaf, equipped
with 12 cameras, five radars and
four lasers, on London roads. It’s
expected to market in 2018.

NO MORE TURNING THE
HOUSE UPSIDE DOWN
LOOKING FOR THESE

care about the environment,”
suggests Marsden. In future,
the car we’re in will signal much
more: do we care about the safety of strangers
or does our ride symbolise ruthless selfpreservation? Last year, Mercedes-Benz
executive Christoph von Hugo said that in their
planned autonomous cars, the driver’s life will
always take precedence over a bystander’s.
This us-or-them conundrum is confounding
the British public. “We conducted research and
found that 54% of adults in the UK believe cars
should be programmed to minimise the risk of
overall human harm, even if this increases the
risk of harm to passengers,” says Marsden.
“Yet only 29% would actually ride in such a car.
There’s a gap between our moral code and what
we actually want to get into.” Marsden says it
would be crucial that consumers understand
that, regardless of the ethical programming of
your driverless car, it’ll still be far safer than
riding in a traditional human-driven car.

BUILDING THE NEW WORLD

u Groupe PSA, the owner of Citroën
and Peugeot, is planning 26 cars
with autonomous abilities by 2021.
In 2015, a prototype made a 360mile trip in autonomous mode.

u Ford is planning to sell
autonomous cars with no steering
wheel or pedals by 2021; the
carmaker currently has a fleet of
Mondeos at the testing stage.

react in the moment. Now we’re having to sort
through this in advance,” says Dr Paul Marsden,
a consumer psychologist for digital agency
SYZYGY, who has extensively researched public
feeling around driverless cars. “Ethical knobs are
unlikely: the car’s ethics will most likely be preset
in the factory. The key job for manufacturers will
be to explain to passengers what this means.”
So, could it be that our choice of car will
make a profound statement about our position
on self-preservation versus the greater good?
That our car will be a visible symbol of our crashscenario moral code? “Yes. Right now, if you
drive a Toyota Prius, you’re signalling that you

The technology is still in its boundary-testing
‘teenage years’ stage, with some misbehaving
to be seen before it matures. There was
a tragic case in Florida last year when a Tesla
driver died while his Model S vehicle was in
hands-free autopilot mode. In the glare of bright
sunshine, the car failed to see the back of
a truck and collided with it at full speed.
The technology has since had 18 months to
improve. “The media sensationalises accidents
caused by driverless cars,” says Marsden. “Only
one person has died in an autonomous car, yet
that death got more coverage than any other
road death in the past year, while thousands of
human-caused accidents were ignored.” There
were 1,792 reported road deaths in the UK in
2016. And obviously an autonomous car cannot
drink-drive. Three recent studies found that
driverless cars are safer and more efficient.
Marsden says the technology is ready now,
but we are not. “The legal framework around
liability and insurance needs establishing. More
pressingly, people need educating. It’s like flying;
one of the safest means of transport, yet some
people are spooked about getting on a plane.”
When we give up control, we have to trust
whoever and whatever takes over, he says,
and the ‘journey narrative’ screens that Burke
mentioned would help us feel safe. “When people
know what is going on, they’re less anxious.”
So what’s next for the travel industry?
Pilotless planes have been floated as possible
by 2025. “Also, flying cars,” says Silver. “They’re
where driverless cars were around a decade
ago. Airbus and Uber have both invested in
flying cars, mostly that take off vertically, like
a helicopter.” The irony is that autonomous
flying cars would be easier to implement,
given the lack of pedestrians, cats and
off-course footballs in the sky.
Are you ready to give up your
licence? We’re game. We think.

