
 

Self-driving car revolution is coming, but
slowly

September 7 2023, by Yann SCHREIBER

  
 

  

So far full self-driving cars are limited to certain areas, like this Waymo car in
San Francisco.

In Munich, where this week's IAA motor show is taking place, an
interactive street survey elicits an overwhelming "yes" when asking
passers-by if they would take a self-driving taxi from the station to the
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Oktoberfest beer festival.

But while the number of colored balls placed in the "yes" column shows
no shortage of enthusiasm, experts say the long-promised future of
autonomous cars remains some way off.

"Five years ago, we thought that by 2025 we would have significant
autonomy in many vehicles, which is not the case," said Christophe
Aufrere, chief technical officer of car-parts maker Forvia.

Pandemic-related disruptions to the car industry, a shift towards
investing in electrification and the sheer complexity of the technology
have all contributed to keeping the autonomous-driving revolution stuck
in the slow lane.

Now, "we're more inclined to say it will happen by 2030," Aufrere told
AFP.

Ahead of the pack, German luxury carmaker Mercedes-Benz has
received international approval for its "level three" autonomous driving
system in accordance with United Nations standards.

The hands-free level three allows for autonomous driving in certain
conditions such as heavy traffic or motorway speeds up to 60 kilometers
per hour (37 mph). The driver can take their eyes off the road but must
be ready to intervene if needed.

The system is available as an option on the flagship Mercedes S-Class,
which has a six-figure price tag.

Honda won a world-first approval to sell level three autonomous cars in
Japan in 2021.
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But the vast majority of today's commercially available cars come
equipped with "level two" partial automation at best.

That includes Tesla's well-known "autopilot" and offers features such as 
adaptive cruise control or automated parking—while the driver remains
alert at all times.
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Graphic explaining the differences between the six stages of driving automation
leading to self-driving cars.

'Step by step'

But the driverless "robotaxis" teased by the Munich survey remain a
futuristic dream in most cities, with Europe lagging behind the United
States and China in trialing such services in the real world.

These "level four" vehicles, like the robot cabs from Waymo or Cruise
used in San Francisco, can operate without human intervention within
designated areas.

The uneven deployment in Europe wasn't down to regulations or
technological challenges but rather a matter of funding that was harder to
come by on the continent, according to Christophe Perillat, CEO of
French automotive supplier Valeo.

Nevertheless, "autonomous vehicles are making progress year after
year," Perillat said at the IAA.

Professor Lutz Eckstein from RWTH Aachen University agreed, saying
"significant advances" were on the horizon.

So-called level 2+ systems that also monitor the driver's attentiveness
and fatigue are expected to become more widespread, he said, predicting
that the number of level three systems on the market would also
increase.

"By the end of the decade, we want to achieve the ability to drive on the
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motorway at speeds of 130 kilometers per hour," a Mercedes
spokesperson told AFP.

The company aims to offer level four highly-automated driving by the
same deadline.

"The idea is to proceed step by step," confirmed Forvia's CTO Aufrere.
"Because we want to be sure it works."
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