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Philadelphia, PA - On this one day trip to The City of Brotherly Love, I have used Lyft several times to visit several different venues. After arriving on Amtrak from Washington, D.C., I walked outside the 30th Street train station, only to find pouring rain, mostly sideways, so rather than walking to a Thai restaurant where I had planned to have lunch, I pulled out my Lyft app and “ordered” a car.   Within minutes I was out of the rain and headed to the restaurant.  Following some delicious Drunken Noodles, I again used Lyft to attend a meeting on the other side of town.  Because of a ceremony for a fallen firefighter, the downtown area was in gridlock, so my driver had to maneuver considerably to avoid us spending all afternoon in the traffic jam.   When that meeting was over, I again took Lyft back to the other side of the Schuylkill River for a banquet at the University of Pennsylvania School Of Medicine.             
I describe this day in detail because I thought several times during my rides about recent news articles concerning the impending take-over of surface transportation by driverless cars.  Both Lyft and Uber (its main competitor) are  already experimenting with cars without drivers which will come to your location, pick you up, and take you to your desired destination. Although the technology certainly exists now to support these experiments, I am here now to state emphatically that driverless cars will not become widespread in my lifetime - at least in the U.S.
I have no doubt that most technical problems with maneuvering a driverless vehicle through even the extreme traffic of downtown Philadelphia in a major downpour can be overcome.  However, my four Lyft drivers (Alberto, James, Jacob, and Soumaila) helped me reach my destinations far, far quicker.  Their local knowledge of side streets and short cuts, coupled with GPS, enabled them to navigate clogged streets, avoid fender benders with aggressive drivers, and take us above the speed limits when necessary so that I could make it to my meetings on time.          
Several international technology companies recognize this challenge and are now concentrating on initially introducing their products in commercial vehicles, such as delivery trucks, rather than on passenger cars.  At the recent annual Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas, there were a host of companies with plans and prototypes for “autonomous” vehicles, but even the most optimistic entrepreneurs are predicting widespread adoption no earlier than 2035.
The reasons for this (and my pessimistic prediction) are social rather than technological. The greatest obstacle is the human psyche.   Americans do not like to drive at the posted speed limits (which would be the norm for driverless cars).   If you disagree with this assertion, I would like to invite you to hop onto any freeway and you drive the speed limit.   You will see the vast majority of other cars speeding by you.  Who, for example, wants to take a 500 mile trip on interstate highways at 65 mph?  Or on two lane highways at 55 mph?   But, you ask, who says that driverless cars will be limited to posted speed limits?  Apparently you are not familiar with attorneys.  Do car companies want to be liable for any speeding tickets your driverless car earns…or any accidents, injuries, or fatalities caused by robo-speeding?  Who do attorneys go after in the event of an accident, with or without injury and death?   If an owner is not driving, but reading a book as his computer-driven SUV hits a pedestrian (or whatever), who gets sued?   Does the driver go to jail for careless driving?  If the owner is not liable, is the manufacturer of the vehicle facing a suit?   Or would it be the smaller company which made the errant computer chip (as in the current case of faulty air bags)?  Perhaps, you may argue, federal laws can be developed to sort out all of this legal hell.   I have serious doubts that U.S. Congressmen are capable, or willing, to step into this quagmire, especially with “help” from the notorious trial lawyers lobby.
Bottom line:   Don’t hold your breath anticipating to be able to sit in your driverless car while you read a book traveling from Washington, D.C. to Philadelphia.   You may want to consider a useful, working alternative:  take Amtrak for the trip, and Lyft or Uber in the city – with a driver.   You can still read your book, and you probably will not get sued.
I thought you might like to know.
E-R

