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he race to bring autonomous automobiles to 
consumers is well underway. On August 18, Uber and 
Volvo announced plans to “develop base vehicles that 

will be able to incorporate the latest developments in AD 
[autonomous driving] technologies.” Ford intends to have 
self-driving cars available for ride-sharing in 2021, working 
with four start-up companies and expanding its presence 
in Silicon Valley to meet that goal. On August 26, Google 
announced the hiring of a former Airbnb executive to 
head its autonomous vehicle group. Google’s self-driving 
cars are currently being tested in four U.S. cities and have 
logged 1.5 million miles. For months now, General Motors 
has partnered with ride-sharing trailblazer Lyft in what 
they’re calling “a long-term strategic alliance to create an 
integrated network of on-demand autonomous vehicles.” 
And, though not without incident, consumer-owned 
Teslas have been zooming around the country in a limited 
self-driving mode. 

While there are still a few miles to travel on the 
technological path, if there is anything that could delay 
the arrival of self-driving cars, it’s not technological 
capability – it’s premature, excessive regulation. Of 
course, it’s important that driverless cars are safe, and 
maintaining a low-risk environment for consumers is the 
primary charge of the regulatory bodies weighing in on 
this development. However, at this point in the testing 
process regulators may be susceptible to overreacting to 
possible safety concerns. State and federal authorities may, 
in response to the early but solvable problems that come 
with any new technology, set up roadblocks that impede 
the technology’s development.

There is a timeframe in a product or technology’s lifespan 
when regulators can be especially damaging to innovation. 
Consider recent regulations that prohibit drones, even 
commercial ones, from flying beyond the line of sight 
of their operators. This premature regulation has stifled 
one of the most promising new industries in our country, 
pushing companies like Amazon to locate their cutting-
edge research facilities outside of the United States and 
depriving consumers of many of the benefits of this 
technology. Again, safety is a vital concern; however, there 
ought to be a reasonable middle ground between minor 
precautions and draconian rules that preclude progress.

The precautionary principle, a decision-making model, is 
a helpful way of understanding this issue. The principle 
states that if the risks of a decision are unknown, the 
least harmful path should be taken. This means that 
policymakers and regulators, in the absence of firm 
science, have a responsibility to protect the public from 
harm. While well-intentioned, this “do no harm” idea 
often translates into regulatory prohibitions of new 
technologies that appear dangerous on the surface, but 
when assessed in full context can be a boon to society. 
Taken to its extreme, the precautionary principle, which 
advocates minimizing risks without any consideration of 
the costs, would lead to a 25 mph speed limit on freeways 
or the prohibition of driving altogether.

One might be tempted to say that, since the “science is 
out” on the future of self-driving cars, regulators should 
apply the brakes to this new technology. However, that 
would be overlooking what we know about the alternative 
to driverless cars – when we take into account the dangers 
of driving, regulators’ application of the precautionary 
principle becomes straightforward: 32,675 Americans 
were killed driving in 2014. One-third of those deaths were 
due to drunk driving, and another 10 percent were due to 
distracted driving. We may not know exactly how safe self-
driving cars will be, but we do know exactly how unsafe 
the practice of people driving themselves is.

In the case of driverless cars, the clear dangers relate to 
their reliability in adverse conditions and their ability to 
avoid accidents without harming other people, including 
pedestrians. These dangers tempt regulators into 
controlling the technology and, in the process, stifling 
growth before we can get a clear perception of the benefits, 
and before consumers can balance the risks with the 
advantages. 

The obvious benefits of driverless cars can be simply 
understood and appreciated. With self-driving cars, 
commutes can become productive or relaxing, and the 
pain of traffic is alleviated. However, the secondary 
benefits of driverless cars may not be so readily observed. 
Research from Morgan Stanley shows that cars are utilized 
(driven) just 4 percent of the time. A study from Columbia 
University showed that an autonomous taxi fleet of 9,000 
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cars could replace today’s surface transportation on 
Manhattan, with riders waiting an average of 36 seconds 
for rides that cost $0.50 a mile or less. Shared driverless 
cars have the potential to drastically reduce the $9,000 
annual cost of automobiles – consumers’ second-largest 
expense after rent or mortgage.

Driverless cars could physically transform the way people 
live in communities. The ability to sleep or work on 
one’s commute could allow people to move further from 
transit centers without increasing the cost or time of their 
commutes, drastically reshaping communities throughout 
the world and reducing the cost of living. Companies 
like Google, Volvo, and Uber do not have a monopoly on 
driverless vehicles, and as they get more refined, more 
companies will invest in autonomous technology and 
software. This competitive landscape is terrific for the 
American consumer, who will benefit from increased 
efficiency and decreased cost.

Assuming, of course, regulators allow the innovators to 
innovate.


