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Springfield, VA – Virginia had a very hotly contested gubernatorial election recently.  Because I had strong feelings about the candidates, I found myself sitting here on a plastic chair at the intersection of Huntsman Boulevard and Sydenstricker Street while holding up a sign - in the rain - for one of the candidates.   Neither my sign, nor myself, went unnoticed.  Several drivers honked (presumably in support) while giving me a “thumbs up” or a wave with a smile.  No one threw anything at me, and, surprisingly, no one gave me an angry one-finger salute.  I say “surprisingly” because during the general election of 2020, several drivers stopped to curse at me and many others did raise their middle finger and several used a combination of these two nasties.  Attempting to be an active citizen supporting a political candidate is not for the thin-skinned.
Huntsman and Sydenstricker is a very busy 4-way stop with left turns available in each direction.  While sitting and waving my sign - did I mention it was raining? - I was able to observe closely how drivers negotiated the intersection.   Although there have been accidents here before, on this day while I was observing, there were no close calls.  Everyone generally obeyed the “rules of the road,” both the official variety and those which have been customary by deferring to the driver who appears to first reach the intersection.  In the event of a “tie” most simply allowed the vehicle on their right to take precedence.   It seemed a perfect example of how a society of mostly civil individuals uses basic rules to live in a peaceful and orderly manner.  Having visited several countries where such niceties do not exist, and every intersection is akin to mob rule, I felt a sense of almost serenity knowing that total strangers, essentially anonymous to each other, patiently followed rules to achieve a result in everyone’s interest.
But I also started to think about how this intersection would work with autonomous cars, that is, vehicles driven by sensors and computers with no direct human assistance.  Such vehicles are under development.   Just today I saw a clip online about how Honda Motor Company is testing driverless delivery vehicles in California. Most automobile manufacturers are also in the mix, and Tesla, of course, is considered to be in the forefront.  The ride-Sharon outfit, Uber, even had a division within the company called its Advanced Technologies Group, but, after experiencing a fatal accident with one of its cars, they sold  the unit  recently to Aurora Inovation, but kept a stake.  Tesla cars now come standard with hardware capable of providing autopilot features using multiple sensors and advanced software.   The Tesla “full self-driving” option costs about $10,000 extra and has met mixed reviews by owners.  Some say “Wow!” and others remain “worried” by flaws that cause them to have to intervene to avoid a crash or breaking the law.
I want to offer up our Huntsman and Sydenstricker as a test ground for any of these companies working on their new autonomous vehicles.  I simply cannot imagine how a computerized system can digest all the factors that the human brain does a pretty good job on now.  Throw in limited visibility, ice and snow, and aggressive drivers in non-autonomous cars and there will be  serious problems.  For example, while I was sitting in the median, I watched more than one car “jump the queue” by following the car directly in front through the intersection without stopping to wait his turn (I say “his” because all of these offenders were appeared to be males).  Perhaps if we could simply transition to every vehicle being autonomous, we might have more success, but that is obviously impossible.
Every prediction to date by car manufacturers on when we will achieve truly functional autonomous cars has been incorrect.   Elon Musk, for example, boldly stated in 2018 that Tesla would be rolling out  later in that year.  He did the same in 2019 promising that “in a year” there would be over one million cars with “full self-driving” capabilities.  It is now 2021 and we find Mr. Musk now admitting that he “underestimated how difficult” the challenge is.   It is indeed one thing to perfect a car that can parallel park itself between two fixed objects, but throw in moving vehicles, large and small, and I prefer to control that scenario myself.   I’ll take my chances using a human brain assisted by a strong sense of self-preservation.
Huntsman and Sydenstricker is not the only hurdle for these self-driving vehicles.  The last time I was on an interstate highway, I noticed that very few drivers limit themselves to the posted speed limits.  Autonomous vehicles must be programmed not to exceed the speed limits, if only for the obvious liability issues resulting from an accident or if the car is stopped for speeding.  I might also add that these cars will be totally non-functional if something, natural or hostile, happens to the satellite navigation systems upon which they are totally dependent.
Bottom line:  I have heard much of the same hype 50 years ago when we were being promised personal aircraft with everyone commuting to work via air.  That did not work out exactly as promised.    Forgive my total skepticism.
I thought you might like to know.
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