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Issue 14.12 The legislative process and the evolution of transportation!

Generally, legislators are not fully 
aware of how fast science and 
technologies are evolving. Not 
rea l l y surpr is ing s ince the 
“modern" democratic institutions 
that allow us to choose our 
legislators were designed in the 
18th century in order to solve the 
issues of the time, but definitely 
not the problems of the 21st 
Century.  !!
Hence, the leg is la t ive and 
regulatory status quo is being 
cha l l enged eve rywhe re by 
c o m p a n i e s i m p l e m e n t i n g 
disruptive technologies. Uber, for 
example, is now offer ing a 
disruptive technology, threatening 
the old fashioned taxi industry by 
introducing an application that 
allows drivers and customers to 
connect directly through their 
smart phones. The company is 
quickly expanding in markets 
around the world and is now 
valued at around 17 billion dollars 
(pre IPO). It started its operations 

in 2010 and by the end of the year 
it should be implanted in 170 
cities. But the company is facing 
resistance from the taxi industry 
and local regulators in many 
areas. This week, Uber spurred 
taxi strikes across Europe as 
drivers demonstrated in an effort 
to block its implementation across 
that continent.  In Canada, Uber 
already operates in Montreal and 
Toronto by providing smart phones 
to participating taxi drivers but it 
failed to implement its services in 
Vancouver and Calgary. Not unlike 
AirBnB in the hospitality industry, 
Uber and its competitors are 
poised to redefine the taxi industry 
and , perhaps , even pub l i c 
transportation as a whole.!!
Skip ahead five years when some 
of the auto manufacturers will start 
rolling out autonomous vehicles. 
One doesn’t need to be an oracle 
to predict that such vehicles will 
progressively render taxi, truck 
and bus drivers as extinct as the 

dodo bird within a decade or two. 
As opposed to reacting to striking 
drivers congesting our roads, 
would it not be wise for our 
governments to anticipate this 
unavoidable change and to 
prepare for those industries and 
the people that work in them? 
Would this not make the transition 
less painful than waiting for 
conflicts to arise to hasten 
predictably less than optimal 
legislation through parliaments? !!
And what of urban planning? This 
is another area where legislators 
seem unaware of (or uninterested 
by? ) t he po ten t i a l veh i c l e 
automation will unleash. The 
debate over the mode of public 
transport  for the  new  Champlain 
Br idge in Mon t rea l c lea r l y 
illustrates the short sightedness 
for infrastructure that we are 
scheduled to use for the next 50 
years. In this case, legislators are 
arguing a Light Rail Transit 
System versus a fleet of buses.



The rail system would cost around 
2 billion dollars, could be fully 
automated, like line number 14 of 
the Paris metro system or the Sky 
Train in Vancouver, and have a 
fixed route. There is no doubt its 
l i f e c y c l e c o s t w o u l d b e 
significantly lower than that of the 
alternative, a bus shuttle system. 
The latter would be cheaper to 
establish and could have flexible 
routes that radiate towards 
multiple destinations after crossing 
the bridge. The bus based system 
would initially be saddled with high 
operating costs mainly due to the 
recurring cost of bus driver 
salaries. As far as anyone can tell, 
the prospect of automated vehicles 
has not been raised in that 
discussion (at least not in any 
formal manner).  Yet, it will have a 
s i g n i fi c a n t i m p a c t o n t h e 
configuration of the system we will 
be adopting and the option of 
various autonomous vehicles 
(anything from pods to buses) 
would make the recurring costs fall 
dramatically while maintaining a 
high level of flexibility without 
sacrificing speed 
(automation allows 
vehicles like buses 
to run faster with a 
smaller distance 
b e t w e e n t h e 
vehicles, minimizing 
s l o w t r a f fi c ) . 
Strangely enough, 
when discussing 
options for a public 
infrastructure that should last for 
more than a century, our elected 
officials don’t seem to be aware 
s u c h t e c h n o l o g i e s w i l l b e 
commercially available, potentially 
within the next few years, and this, 
despite the fact that 35 million 
dollars have been set aside to 
study the feasibility of adding a 
public transportation element to 
this key infrastructure for the city.  
This is clearly a case where we 
should first focus on what is the 

best mode, before we determine 
how best to implement a mode of 
transportation. !!
Where do we start?!
Four states in the US (California, 
Nevada, Michigan and Florida) 
have passed legislation that allows 
experimental automated vehicles 
on public roads and many other 
states are in the process of 
studying the issue. A group at 
Stanford University, financed 
largely by Google and other 
visionaries from Silicon Valley, 
have been working on the various 
legal elements required to allow 
autonomous vehicles to roam our 
streets and roads.!!
Furthermore, two months ago, the 
United Nations convention on 
Road Traffic was modified in order 
to allow for a car to drive itself as 
long as the system can be 
overridden or switched off by the 
driver. This modification to the 
Convention will allow the 72 
signatory countries to modify their 
national legislations accordingly. 

Note that the 
US, Japan, 
C h i n a a n d 
R u s s i a d i d 
not sign the 
Conven t i on 
but that most 
E u r o p e a n 
countries did.!!
B e f o r e 

allowing driverless vehicles to gain 
full access to our road system, 
legislators will have no choice but 
to address very real possibility. 
The trivial ethical problem could 
arise if there is an obstacle on the 
road and the only solution to 
continue is to cross a double line 
safely. Will legislators allow cars to 
do something that is explicitly 
against the law if it is deemed safe 
to do so, something that all drivers 
do on a regular basis? In fact, not 
al lowing autonomous 

vehicles to break the law might, in 
some instances, increase the 
overall risks!!!
An even more thorny problem 
arises when the vehicle has to 
“choose” who is most likely to get 
injured, and even die in an 
unavoidable, yet impending 
accident. Do legislators allow the 
autonomous vehicle to kill an old 
man by ploughing into his car in 
order to save a pregnant woman 
driving another car? Would the 
decis ion be di fferent i f the 
pregnant woman had a criminal 
record or suffer from an incurable 
disease? In today’s road accidents 
life and death decisions like the 
ones described above occur in a 
split second with limited access to 
information by drivers and are thus 
virtually impossible to make when 
the driver is human. In the case of 
autonomous vehicles, legislators 
will probably have to come up with 
a system that determines a priori 
the basis on which computers will 
make decisions, and consequently, 
who is most likely to be killed in an 
accident! !!
Many wi l l argue that these 
decisions should not be left to 
legislators alone. While some 
would prefer academics (say 
doctors in the fields of ethics or 
philosophy) to get involved, others 
would prefer a broader public 
consultation process governing 
such decisions.  !!
An added layer of complexity then 
enters the decision process as 
values differ from one region of the 
globe to another.  A country with a 
majority of hindus, for example, 
may elect to protect sacred cows 
to the detriment of people. Hence, 
autonomous vehicles will need to 
adapt their ethical selection 
algorithms according to the area 
where they are used.!
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‣ UK legislators are going for it 
Not to be left behind by developments in the 
US, the UK government is set to rewrite road 
laws to allow self-driving cars on Britain's roads. 
According (http://www.post-gazette.com/local/
city/2014/05/22/PUC-approves-Yellow-Cab-s-Yellow-
X-ride-share-service/stories/201405220277 ) 

‣ A promising future 
A billion people in the world lack access to all-
season roads. Could the structure of the internet 
provide a model for how to reach them? 
Andreas Raptopoulos of Matternet thinks so. He 
introduces a new type of transportation system 
that uses electric autonomous flying machines 
to deliver medicine, food, goods and supplies 
wherever they are needed.  That same system 
could alleviate congestion on our streets as 
well.  The bonus is the cost of transportation: 
$0.24 to transport 2 kg over 10 km. How’s that 
for cost-competitiveness? A Ted talk well worth 
w a t c h i n g . ( h t t p : / / w w w . t e d . c o m / t a l k s /
andreas_raptopoulos_no_roads_there_s_a_drone_for
_that??utm_medium=social&source=email) !
‣ The race heats up 

The Nissan/Renault Group has always been 
aggressively pursuing the automation of its 
vehicle lineup.  Last week, it moved the target 
one notch closer: 2018. Will legislators make it 
on time ? (http://www.motoroids.com/news/
driverless-cars-roads-2018-renault-nissan-ceo/ ) 

Les nouvelles 
‣ State by state 
A complete picture of the legislative and 
regulatory situation state by state is provided 
here: http://cyberlaw.stanford.edu/wiki/index.php/
Automated_Driving:_Legislative_and_Regulatory_Actio
n ) !
‣ Taxi strikes against ride sharing in Europe 
Commuters faced a day of traffic chaos in 
London, Berlin, Paris and Madrid on Wednesday 
as taxi drivers mounted one of the biggest 
protests against Uber, a U.S. car service which 
allows people to summon rides at the touch of a 
button. Should consumer, not legislators, be the 
ultimate decision makers about what services stay 
a n d w h i c h o n e s d i s a p p e a r ? ( h t t p : / /
r e a d . t h e s t a r. c o m / ? o r i g r e f = h t t p % 3 A % 2 F
%2Fnews.google.ca%2Fnwshp%3Fhl%3Den%26tab
%3Dvn#!/article/5398cd8eec0691ebd90007c1-as-
taxis-disrupt-traffic-apps-disrupt-business) 

‣ If cars were already autonomous 

Virgina Tech:  lane-departure warning systems 
would have prevented 30.3% of crashes caused 
by lane drifting, and 25.8% of the injuries. Rear-
end and collision warning systems and automatic 
braking would have prevented only 3.2% to 7.7% 
of crashes, but would have reduced their severity. 
The number of people injured or killed would 
have declined in the range of 29 to 50%. 
http://mobile.nytimes.com/2014/06/10/upshot/if-
robots-drove-how-much-safer-would-roads-be.html?
emc=edit_th_20140611&nl=todaysheadlines&nlid=6664
0370&_r=0&referrer=  

Yet another set of issues will arise 
for legislators, regulators and the 
insurance industry. Who, i f 
anyone, gets compensated in an 
accident if the victim was chosen 
by a preprogrammed computer, 
where the algorithm is based on 
s o c i e t y ’ s r u l e s ? W i l l t h e 
compensation be a function of the 
relative value placed on the life of 
the v ic t im?  Th ink o f the 
consequences of such a system 

on society.  Can you already hear 
the chants in the streets?: “Big 
Brother is here, Big Brother is 
here.”!!
So the advent of driverless 
vehicles on public ways raises a 
multitude of thorny problems for 
legislators.  The issues raised here 
only scratch the surface but they 
show clearly that the problems 
associated with the introduction of 

n e w t e c h n o l o g i e s i n t h e 
t ranspor tat ion industry are, 
s u r p r i s i n g l y, m o r e e t h i c a l , 
philosophical and social than 
technical.  The Transportation 
Evolution Institute is concerned 
with the current apathy of our 
l eg i s l a to r s , w i t h t he many 
impending and very serious issues 
our society will be facing soon.
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Interested in daily updates on future mobility? Check out the following:  
Intéressé par des mises à jours quotidiens sur la mobilité du futur ? Visitez le site suivant : 

http://www.scoop.it/t/evolution-of-transportation

In the news …
‣ Louisiana to study use of self-driving cars 
Where Louisiana's going, we don't need drivers. At 
least that's the idea behind a resolution adopted 
Monday (June 2) by the Louisiana Legislature 
ordering a study of self-driving cars.  (http://
www.nola.com/politics/index.ssf/2014/06/louisiana_self-
driving_cars_go.html) 

‣ Les budgets municipaux en souffriront 
L’impact des véhicules autonomes se fera sentir 
douloureusement sur les budgets municipaux (et 
provinciaux) alors que les revenus attribuables aux 
infractions de la route plongeront rapidement vers 
zero quand ces véhicules entreront en service.  Et 
que ferons nous de notre armée de policiers qui 
passent la plus grande partie de leur temps à cette 
tâche?  (http://www.thecarconnection.com/news/
1092325_will-autonomous-cars-destroy-city-budgets) 

‣ Le rêve de tout Ministre des transports 
Quadrupler la capacité du réseau routier sans y 
investir un seul sous de plus !  Une nouvelle étude 
révèle que c’est possible grâce à la coordination 
inter-véhicules des voitures sans chauffeur. (http://
www.nydailynews.com/autos/autonomous-cars-
q u a d r u p l e - h i g h w a y - c a p a c i t y - s t u d y -
article-1.1153419 ) 

‣ From the horse’s mouth 
For those interested in HEARING about Google’s 
driverless technology, we propose an interview with 
Google’s Chris Urmson and Ron Medford on the 
Charlie Rose program. (http://www.charlierose.com/
watch/60397676) 

‣ FAA clears Nevada for drone test-site flight 
The FAA has cleared Nevada to begin flying drones. 
The research to be undertaken, will help develop 
policies and safety requirements so drones can be 
integrated into the national airspace system. Nevada 
is the 3rd state to gain FAA authorization to fly drones. 
(http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2014/jun/9/
faa-clears-nevada-for-1st-drone-test-site-flight/) 

‣ Driverless Cars Could Reduce Traffic by 80% 
Driverless cars, in combination with sharing 
schemes, could take up to four-fifths of the 
traffic off the roads of congested cities. (http://
www.govtech.com/transportation/Driverless-Cars-
Could-Reduce-Traffic-by-80-percent.html) 

‣ Environmental implications of driverless 
cars 

Some of the many environmental benefits of 
driverless vehicles are highlighted in this piece. 
 As far as driverless technology leading to the 
use of larger vehicles, it makes NO sense. 
  Today, drivers purchase the suburban 
because of the few times per year, the family 
takes a camping trip with much equipment to 
transport.  In a shared driverless world, you use 
the vehicle that you require for your 
immediate needs. And, given that most of the 
time, we tend to use vehicles for commuting 
to work, a larger vehicle is not necessary.   !
As far as having a larger vehicle for stretching 
is concerned, market forces will take care of 
that.  Clearly, the cost for the use of a small, 
efficient electric vehicle will not be the same 
as the for the large gas guzzler.  The price will 
be the determining factor.   !
Further, with respect to transit, it's becoming 
clear that there is a huge opportunity for a 
multi-modal offering as long as transit and 
driverless fleets work in tandem. Again, market 
economics will determine what gets used and 
at what frequency. However, transit systems 
should start preparing today for a way to 
remain relevant in the new mobility space. 
( h t t p : / / w w w . s a c b e e . c o m /
2014/06/03/6454671/earth-talk-environmental-
implications.html ) !
!
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