Autonomous Vehicle Regulations Must Require Driver Behind the Wheel
-- John M. Simpson, Privacy Project Director, Jan. 28, 2016
Consumer Watchdog, a nonprofit, nonpartisan public interest group, strongly supports the
Department of Motor Vehicles’ draft regulations for autonomous vehicles that require selfdriving robot cars have a licensed driver behind the wheel capable of taking control, and a
working steering wheel, gas pedal and brake. The Department has correctly put safety first as it
proposes regulations for self-driving cars.
The need to require a licensed driver behind the wheel is obvious after a review of the results
from seven companies that have been testing since September 2014: Robot cars are still not
capable of dealing reliably with real-life situations.
Under the testing requirements, these companies were required to file “disengagement reports”
explaining when a human test driver had to take control. The reports show that the cars are not
always capable of “seeing” pedestrians and cyclists, traffic lights, low-hanging branches, or the
proximity of parked cars, suggesting too great a risk of serious accidents involving pedestrians
and other cars. The cars also are not capable of reacting to reckless behavior quickly enough to
avoid the consequences, the reports showed.
The companies’ own evidence makes clear that a human driver able to take control of the vehicle
is necessary to ensure the safety of both robot vehicles and other Californians on the road.
Google, which logged 424,331 “self-driving” miles over the 15-month reporting period, said a
human driver had to take over 341 times, an average of 22.7 times a month. The robot car
technology failed 272 times and ceded control to the human driver; the driver felt compelled to
intervene and take control 69 times.
Other testing companies, driving far fewer autonomous miles than Google, also reported
substantial numbers of disengagements. Bosch had 625 disengagements with 934.4 miles driven.
Nissan with 1,485 miles driven had 106. Mercedes-Benz reported 1,031 with 1,738 miles driven.
Delphi reported 405 disengagements with 16,662 miles. Volkswagen with 10,416 miles reported
260. Tesla claimed it had none, but did not say how many miles its drove.
It’s important to understand that these “disengagements” were promoted by real situations that
drivers routinely encounter on the road. Among reasons cited by Bosch were failures to detect
traffic lights and heavy pedestrian traffic.
Google’s robot technology quit 13 times because it couldn’t handle the weather conditions.
Twenty-three times the driver took control because of reckless behavior by another driver, cyclist
or pedestrian. The report said the robot car technology disengaged for a “perception
discrepancy” 119 times. Google defines such a discrepancy as occurring when the car’s sensors
don’t correctly perceive an object, for instance over-hanging branches. The robot technology

was disengaged 55 times for “an unwanted maneuver of the vehicle.” An example would be
coming too close to a parked car. The human took over from Google’s robot car three times
because of road construction.
What the disengagement reports show is that there are many everyday routine traffic situations
with which the self-driving robot cars simply can’t cope. Just as the draft regulations require, it’s
imperative that a human be behind the wheel capable of taking control when necessary. Selfdriving vehicles simply aren’t ready to safely manage many routine traffic situations without
human intervention.
Third-party test
The proposed regulations require that both the manufacturer and a third-party testing
organization certify that a self-driving vehicle is ready to be deployed. This is a key requirement
to protect safety. Manufactures have a vested interest in rushing to make their product available
as soon as possible. Tests by an independent organization will help ensure the self-driving
vehicles can handle situations encountered in the real world.
Privacy issues
The autonomous vehicle regulations require that a self-driving car manufacturer disclose in
writing any information that is gathered by the robot car not necessary for the safe operation of
the vehicle. The regulations further require written consent from the operator to allow such
information to be collected.
Both measures are important privacy protecting provisions, but they do not go far enough.
Another provision should be added to the regulation, making it clear that a manufacturer cannot
require an operator to agree to collection of this information as a necessary requirement to
operate the car.
Transparency
DMV should require companies to disclose details of disengagements, simulations, accidents,
and other failures of the autonomous technology. Any video or technical data linked to such
incidents should be released.
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