Automated Vehicles, Talking Cars Pose Policy Questions
by Julia Pyper
May 31, 2013 – Vehicles that speak to each other and drive themselves are expected to revolutionize modern-day transportation and reduce emissions in traffic-clogged cities.  But while these technologies are advancing quickly, they could be suddenly stalled by a set of policy decisions.
The Department of Transportation yesterday released a policy statement on maximizing the benefits of automated vehicles as several states look to become test beds for the new technology.  Vehicles equipped with automated control systems can accelerate and brake independently to avoid collisions and improve roadway efficiency.
"By eliminating a large number of vehicle crashes, highly effective crash avoidance technologies can reduce fuel consumption by also eliminating the traffic congestion that crashes cause every day on our roads," according to the DOT report.  "Reductions in fuel consumption, of course, yield corresponding reductions in greenhouse gas emissions."
Despite DOT's enthusiasm for these benefits, its officials remain concerned about the safety of the automated vehicles themselves and are demanding further research to fully understand the technical and human factors implicated by self-driving vehicles.
Lawmakers are concerned, too.  At a Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee hearing this month, Chairman Jay Rockefeller (D-W.Va.) called for National Highway Traffic Safety Administration chief David Strickland to take a tougher stance on regulating automated vehicles  (E&E Daily, May 16).
"Your job is safety.  Your job is not trinkets," he said.
Gridlock on the Frequency?
Policy issues also plague connected vehicles, which are not automated but can offer similar safety and efficiency benefits.
Cars, trucks and buses equipped with dedicated short-range communications technology exchange thousands of messages per second, relaying their speed and location to help the driver avoid crash scenarios, improve driving efficiency and reduce emissions.  Vehicles equipped with this technology operate using the 5.9-gigahertz frequency designated for intelligent transportation applications by the Federal Communications Commission.
But the FCC now wants to allow other wireless devices like cell phones and computers to use the 5.9 GHz frequency, too, which could clog the spectrum and inhibit the exchange of critical messages.  A decision to share the frequency that connected vehicles use to communicate could put the entire initiative at risk.
"We as an industry need to make sure that the FCC doesn't open up the space to sharing until they know that you can share in a way that doesn't jeopardize the safety applications," Scott Belcher, president of the Intelligent Transportation Society of America, said in a recent interview.
The spectrum may be able to cope with consumer electronics and a handful of vehicles exchanging messages, he said.  But can it handle electronics and 10,000 vehicles?
Vehicle-to-vehicle (V2V) and vehicle-to-infrastructure (V2I) technology is part of a new wave of intelligent transportation systems expected to deliver huge improvements in safety, convenience and vehicle emissions (ClimateWire, May 14).  Belcher warned that compromising the 5.9 GHz spectrum would undermine those benefits.
"Any problem with the system could be the end of it," he said.
No Room for Error
ITS America submitted comments to the FCC this week opposing spectrum sharing until regulators are absolutely sure it will not interfere with vehicle communications.  The Alliance of Automobile Manufacturers and the Association of Global Automakers also submitted joint comments in response to the FCC proposal.
"There is no room for error in vehicle safety and we want the FCC to do its homework to ensure there is no risk involved with spectrum sharing," Mike Stanton, president and CEO of Global Automakers, said in a statement.
Automakers, government agencies and other groups have spent hundreds of millions of dollars researching and developing V2V and V2I technology.  Ten major automakers are currently working with DOT to pilot these systems in Ann Arbor, Mich.
According to DOT, connected vehicles are expected to cut the number of traffic accidents by 80%.  By helping avoid collisions and allowing for greater throughput on roadways, the department expects, V2V and V2I technology will also reduce road congestion and the emissions associated with it.
"From an environmental standpoint, the fewer vehicles you have idling out there because they're stuck in traffic, the better your air quality will be," Federal Highway Administrator Victor Mendez said in an interview.
The FCC is not expected to make a decision on whether to open up the 5.9 GHz frequency until next year.
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