
 

Driverless cars: What we've learned from
experiments in San Francisco and Phoenix
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Residents of San Francisco and Phoenix have grown used to witnessing
something that, a decade ago, would have seemed magical. In some parts
of these cities, at certain times, cars drive by with nobody behind the
wheel.

1/5

https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2022/jun/03/california-driverless-taxi-cars-san-francisco
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2022/jun/03/california-driverless-taxi-cars-san-francisco


 

Driverless "robotaxi" services pick up customers and ferry them to their
destinations with the help of cameras, sensors and software that uses
artificial intelligence. Tests of fully driverless vehicles have been under
way in Phoenix since 2017 and in San Francisco since 2020.

Excitable videos posted online show customers embracing the novelty.
But new possibilities bring new questions. While these real-world
experiments are limited in scope, they could help decide the future of
road transport everywhere. It's vital that lessons are learned and the
results opened to scrutiny.

A few years ago, when hype surrounding self-driving cars was huge, 
some high-profile crashes brought attention to the ethics of
experimenting with new technologies in public spaces.

US states encouraged experimentation by dropping regulatory barriers,
with cities, citizens and transport policymakers having little say. After a
period of testing with safety drivers, some cars are now fully driverless.

While the companies learn to drive safely in complex environments, San
Francisco and Phoenix are learning whether the technology is creating
more problems than it promises to solve.

Cruise (owned by General Motors) is now operating 30 driverless cars at
night in all but the busiest parts of San Francisco. Just before Christmas,
the company said it wanted to add more cars, operate during the day, and
move into the city's busiest downtown area.

But San Francisco's transportation authority raised objections. In the last
year, Cruise cars have been involved in a number of incidents that, while
not directly life-threatening, were really annoying for a city trying to go
about its business.
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/technology-63077437
https://arstechnica.com/cars/2017/11/fully-driverless-cars-are-here/
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/12/09/gms-cruise-begins-testing-autonomous-vehicles-without-human-drivers-in-san-francisco.html
https://techxplore.com/tags/self-driving+cars/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2937316
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/san-francisco-looks-hit-brakes-self-driving-cars-rcna66204
https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/tech-news/san-francisco-looks-hit-brakes-self-driving-cars-rcna66204
https://techxplore.com/tags/driverless+cars/
https://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/reports-and-documents/2023/01/2023.01.25_ccsf_23.0125_cpuc_cruise_tier_2_advice_letter_protest_002.pdf


 

A Cruise car with nobody inside was pulled over by police officers, who
were unsure what to do. To the amusement of people filming, the car
then pulled away from the confused cops.

Cruise cars have also frustrated the city's fire department by blocking
fire trucks and driving towards hoses. In one case, firefighters were
forced to smash a car's windscreen to get it to stop. The cars have
impeded local buses, blocked junctions and stopped in the middle of the
road, sometimes in groups.

Some incidents would have counted as everyday snarl-ups if a human
was behind the wheel, but the absence of anyone in the car to take
responsibility has made it hard for city authorities to know what to do.

The streets of San Francisco

In almost all cases, we only know about incidents because of online
videos or reports by local people. There are few duties on the companies
to report performance or admit their foibles.

These incidents, and the absence of accountability, are clearly trying the
patience of San Francisco's transport planners. Rather than a free-for-all,
they would like to see what they call "limited deployments with
incremental expansions" so that impacts can be assessed carefully.

They would also like to keep driverless cars out of the city's busiest
downtown core—and, crucially, want to see more data-sharing. This
would make the self-driving experiment more democratic, but cuts
against the grain of the Silicon Valley approach to "blitzscaling"
—growing rapidly to establish a monopoly.

Self-driving car companies would argue that the more cars they have and
the more complex their environments, the quicker they can learn to
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https://gizmodo.com/san-francisco-cruise-self-driving-car-police-1848777469
https://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/reports-and-documents/2023/01/2023.01.25_ccsf_23.0125_cpuc_cruise_tier_2_advice_letter_protest_002.pdf
https://www.sfmta.com/sites/default/files/reports-and-documents/2023/01/2023.01.25_ccsf_23.0125_cpuc_cruise_tier_2_advice_letter_protest_002.pdf
https://hbr.org/2016/04/blitzscaling


 

drive. This argument is premised on the idea that robot drivers are just
like human drivers, but better. In reality, self-driving cars are not
"autonomous vehicles," as is often claimed.

They rely on digital and physical infrastructures that support their
operation, as well as teams of humans behind the scenes doing the data-
labeling, remote operation and customer support that is needed to make
them appear "driverless." These cars work best in car-friendly areas
where pedestrians and other road users behave predictably.

Changing the rules

Even if driverless cars avoid the errors that humans make when drunk or
distracted, they make different sorts of mistakes. New modes of
transport do not just add another player to the game; they change the
rules. When cars arrived in cities in the early 20th century, pedestrians
were persuaded or bullied out of the way and infrastructures were
remade to suit the new technology.

In the 21st century, many cities were spooked by the rapid disruptions
wrought by ride-hail companies such as Uber and Lyft. We must avoid
sleepwalking into something similar. For self-driving cars, we need a
clear sense of the trade-offs.

There may eventually be safety benefits. But in making life easier for
self-driving cars and the few people likely to benefit, we might make life
harder for everyone else.

Competition for roadspace in dense cities is tight. As transport policy
expert David Zipper has argued, most cities want to see fewer car trips
overall, and more shared transit and physically active travel such as
walking and cycling.
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/03063127211038752
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/03063127211038752
https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262516129/fighting-traffic/
https://mitpress.mit.edu/9780262516129/fighting-traffic/
https://www.fastcompany.com/90846919/self-driving-cars-would-be-a-climate-disaster
https://www.fastcompany.com/90846919/self-driving-cars-would-be-a-climate-disaster


 

Self-driving cars could be a problem for sustainability. The more we
learn from real-world uses of the technology, the greater seems the
mismatch between its purported solutions and the problems facing cities.

The UK is less in thrall to tech companies, which provides an
opportunity for a more measured discussion. In 2022, I was part of a 
team led by the Center for Data Ethics and Innovation asking what a
more responsible approach to self-driving vehicle innovation would be.
We advised on safety, data-sharing, transparency and ensuring that the
benefits are evenly spread.

As self-driving cars expand to more places, the social learning that
happens around them will be just as important as the machine learning
that drives their computers. The experiment is taking place in public, so
we must ensure that its lessons are not kept private.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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