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MAKINGDRIVERLESS A REALITY:

KEY POLICY CHALLENGESAND SOLUTIONS
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Making progress on Autonomous Vehicles (AVs) means acknowledging that there are always winners and
losers from change. Thus we need pro-active public policies to ensure that everyone is equipped to cope
with change, and that, ideally, no one is left behind. AVs can become a crucial tool in improving the con-
nectivity of individuals and communities. In a 21st century economy and society, connectivity is crucial for
success in linking people with employment, public services, social networks and cultural capital. AVs have
the capacity to help integrate ‘left behind’ places and regions into the growth economy, ensuring that all
our citizens have a better chance of joining the winner’s circle of growth and prosperity.

Security and reliability

If machines are to take over from the driver in an
active manner then a key step must be to address
public concerns over the security and reliability of
AV technology. A key question will be who is re-
sponsible in case of an accident, a concern that has
grown in the public consciousness since the fatal
accident involving a Tesla autonomous drive
model in 2016. As a survey by the World Economic
Forum and the Global Automotive Consumer Study
show, consumers expect technology to signifi-
cantly improve road safety and security. This is
even more relevant for Generation Y, of which 79
per cent of respondents expect that in-vehicle as-
sistance systems and road monitoring systems will
be a great benefit for the overall safety of road us-
ers. However, studies show that public concerns
over security and safety of highly automated and
autonomous vehicles rank high in the political dis-
course.  Arguably, a main cause for that is the lack
of first-hand driver experience of consumers and
sometimes sensationalist media coverage.

Structural shift

The adoption of autonomous vehicles (AV) will
take place in the context of major structural shifts
in Europe that are already affecting the lives of
consumers and citizens. First, demographic change
will transform the consumer landscape. The in-
crease in the number of older drivers will bring a
heightened concern about how those increasingly
elderly road users can safely maintain their inde-
pendence and freedom. Ageing societies will in-
crease the demand for new types of motor vehi-
cles, including assisted driving technologies. Older
people will also need more specialized services and
support, including better connections with public

services and public transport. There is a clear role
for AV in meeting all these challenges, with the po-
tential to provide genuinely empowering solu-
tions. The second major structural shift is the
growth of urban spaces and the emergence of ‘pri-
mate cities’ which have the potential to transform
how we travel and connect. Strategic planning will
be needed to maintain quality of life and promote
sustainability, including the development of high
quality public transportation infrastructure. Au-
tonomous vehicles promise to be great enablers in
this transition.

Consequences for society

The coming autonomous drive revolution is not
just going to affect individual’s driving experience
or the nature of the vehicle industry, it will also
have profound consequences on society. The ef-
fects will reach far beyond those parts of economic
life most obviously impacted. The existing market
for personal transport is huge – worth as much as
$10tn a year globally, according to the Economist.
If by the year 2050, the majority of vehicles on Eu-
ropean roads are fully automated – that is to say
‘driverless’ – clearly this will have substantial ram-
ifications for the transportation sector that ac-
counts by itself for 15 per cent of economic activity
– let alone the greater economy. Since transporta-
tion is an essential input to almost every other sec-
tor we can predict that the knock-on effects to
productivity of a fundamental change in the nature
of mobility will be very significant indeed.

A Policy Network report – Freeing the road – shows
how autonomous vehicles will start adding 0.15
per cent Europe’s annual growth rate in the dec-
ades to come. As a result, the European (EU-28)
gross domestic product will, cumulatively, be 5.3
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per cent larger in the year 2050 than currently, by
which time autonomous vehicles will have contrib-
uted a total of €17tn to GDP. What is striking is that
the largest productivity gains stem from the built
environment in cities and the labour market. These
gains are in addition to the traditional and more
obviously anticipated benefits – the decrease in
road accidents; the ‘in-vehicle’ time gains and road
congestion reduction. Although not as large as the
employment and built environment gains they re-
main significant; for example, in the year 2030 re-
duced road congestion and accident prevention
produce an annual GDP gain of around €100bn.

AVs in urban spaces

In cities especially, land is a scarce and costly re-
source. Autonomous vehicles can reduce on-street
parking space and in the long term private car own-
ership. Municipalities should start now to take into
account in their city planning the space that will
become available in central locations, so as to uti-
lize this space productively in the future. There is a
large body of evidence that suggests that tax reve-
nues can be maximized through the creation of
green areas, public space and low-impact commer-
cial use. Co-creation and smart land use are key-
words that might shape the policy debate in this
area; for example, companies and local govern-
ments can engage residents to start an inclusive,
so-called co-creation process for finding new, bet-
ter uses of parking space. Policymakers should use
a mix of measures, such as public transport, bicycle
schemes, parking fees and congestion pricing. Au-
tomated vehicles can help reduce road congestion
in various forms. For example, on highways: more
efficient use of road supply through road-trains
can increase traffic throughput. In inner cities, this
benefit is limited and so efficiency gains are likely
to be lower.

For towns that have already introduced road pric-
ing, like London and Stockholm, it should be possi-
ble to get rid of road congestion once and for all by
using AVs with substantial cost saving to drivers
and large additional improvements to other road

users. How? Autonomous vehicle congestion pric-
ing is a more direct form of pricing than current
congestion zones. Prices would be calculated in
real-time according to the travel distance and the
current traffic situation and then transparently
communicated to the user before using the vehi-
cle. In this way, travel costs are fairer and more ef-
ficient than current ‘one-size-fits-all’ congestion
zone prices. If such schemes are implemented cor-
rectly, greater social equality could be achieved by
using the revenue raised to improve infrastructure
and public (automated) transport.

Public transport and AVs

A key question is how public transport provision
will work in combination with autonomous vehi-
cles. They can serve as a substitute or complement
to public transit. For large and medium sized cities
that offer high-quality public transit, autonomous
vehicles will be a complement that allows large
welfare benefits, e.g. greater provision for those
who, for whatever reason, cannot use currently
designed public transport, but who would find an
autonomous vehicle easier (e.g. making current
door-to-school disabled transport easier and
cheaper). Whereas in small cities and rural areas
autonomous vehicles will enable cost-realistic de-
mand-responsive public transport, where cur-
rently the costs of drivers make such provision un-
realistic.

However, if the AV future may presage exciting de-
velopments ahead for public transport, it also con-
tains possible dangers in the short term. If the de-
ployment of AVs pushes those who today rely on
public transport (either because of economic,
health reasons or simple choice they do not have a
driving license or access to a car) towards auto-
mated private vehicles, the danger is that public
transport in small and medium-sized cities deters
as current passengers switch to cars, rendering the
current level of service unsustainable.
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Shaping regulation on autonomous driving

Yet for this to happen, for the full social good of AV to be unlocked, policymakers must ensure that citizens
and communities embrace and benefit from this technology. To do this, they will need to rewrite the rules
for AVs and invent flexible and responsive regulations around them. The major challenges will be to fash-
ion regulations that allow enough flexibility for the introduction of AV technology but that simultaneously
recognize and meet the safety and security concerns of the public. At the same time, industries and SMEs
need greater certainty about the impact of future legislation in order for the move to AV to be commer-
cially viable.
AVs provide great benefit but also many challenges that can be addressed through suitable public dis-
course and public policy. The question of AD regulation remains complex: a cross-cutting policy challenge
touching upon industrial policy, research and development, business and innovation, infrastructure and
road traffic rules. On top of that, in order to successfully transition from analogue and manual to con-
nected and autonomous vehicles, policymakers will need to think beyond traditional concepts of traffic
policy. Product liability, cybersecurity, intellectual property and connectivity will all need to be taken into
account. The following public policy recommendations could shape the way forward:

1. Raise awareness of AV technology in politics and society and bring it to the forefront of the modern
economic policy agenda centred on higher productivity and growth.

2. Guarantee that regulations are in place to create a safe environment for citizens and businesses.
3. Create new partnerships between industry, businesses and the public sector to reap the benefits of

AVs: car manufacturers, insurance companies, tech companies, higher education, but also SMEs and
start-ups that specialize in AV technology, data transfer, smart engineering, and advanced manufac-
turing.

4. Continue to make smart investments in infrastructure, skills and the human capital of the future.
5. Engage with policymakers at all levels, especially cities where mayors are set to be major decision-

makers.


