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Driverless�Cars�Will�Be�Great�Complements��
to�Mass�Transport
By Jacob Mason

Driverless Cars and Transport:�A Debate 
Google has announced that they intend to have driverless cars on American roads by 2020.  
Many in the transport industry are watching this closely. Are driverless cars a good thing for our cities?  
Can we use this technology in a productive way? Or is this a distraction from other, more inclusive  
mobility needs? ITDP’s Jacob Mason and Michael Kodransky present their cases.

What do you think about driverless cars? Join the conversation: @ITDP_HQ / facebook.com/itdp

Human beings are terrible drivers. We get dis-
tracted by phones, we speed, and we get angry 
behind the wheel. The result is nothing short 
of an epidemic. Last year, 1.24 million people 
died in traffic collisions. That would be like eight 
jumbo jets crashing every day! This is the biggest 
reason why I am optimistic about driverless 
cars. Driverless cars and trucks will improve 
safety tremendously. Mandated to follow the 
letter of the law, they will never speed, have too 
much to drink, or even change lanes without 
signaling. When they encounter something too 
complicated or unusual to handle, they will slow 
down and stop.

No matter how you feel about them, driverless 
cars are coming. In fact, features of them already 
exist, in high-end automobiles, and fully auto-
mated cars are plying the streets of Nevada and 
California already. Trucks, buses, and taxis will be 
the first driverless vehicles to operate on a large 
scale, offsetting their high costs by eliminating 
the need to pay professional drivers. In particular, 
the highly controlled environment of limited-
access highways will probably see the earliest 
large-scale adoption of driverless vehicles for 
long-haul buses and trucks. While the job loss is 
largely unavoidable, with ample competition and/
or good government oversight, much of the cost 
savings should be passed on to consumers, in the 
form of lower costs and/or better service. 

Cheaper taxis may cause some urban dwell-
ers to shift from public transport to cabs, and 
good policy could ensure that public transport 
becomes even more competitive. In addition, 

while you may be able to squeeze more driver-
less cars onto an interstate, the complexity of 
city intersections means that driverless cars 
probably will not enable more cars to drive 
on city streets. Even a cheap taxi is not that 
appealing if it is stuck in traffic, especially when 
compared to significantly better bus service. But 
with good planning, cheaper taxis could provide 
a good complement to traditional transport, 
helping people get places where they previously 
might have driven. Data is already showing that 
people use ride share services to extend the 
reach of transport. Cheaper taxis could comple-
ment existing transport instead of competing 
with it. This could drive a virtuous circle of 
cheaper fares and better service driving more 
transport use and less driving, creating even 
better transport service and a greater shift away 
from private cars.

In terms of development, expressways may 
be able to squeeze in extra cars through driver-
less vehicles, which could result in additional 
sprawl. However, this depends on the large-scale 
adoption of driverless vehicles, which is not 
likely in the short term. In addition, the surface 
roads that lead to and from expressways are 
unlikely to see much change, meaning the pinch 
points for most commutes would remain largely 
the same. But by allowing car users to do other 
tasks, the stress and inconvenience of driving 
would decrease significantly, increasing the 
attractiveness of car travel. This could encour-
age longer and more frequent car trips, perhaps 
pushing development farther from the center; 

Cheaper taxis could 
complement existing 
transport instead 
of competing with 
it. This could drive 
a virtuous circle of 
cheaper fares and 
better service driving 
more transport use 
and less driving, 
creating even better 
transport service and 
a greater shift away 
from private cars.
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Driverless�Cars�Will�Not�Solve��
Inequality�in�Cities
By Michael Kodransky

however, the expense would put such cars out of 
reach for most commuters. With good planning, 
focusing on more housing, better bike lanes, 
pedestrian plazas, and a more livable urban 
environment, this expense could be leveraged to 
increase the appeal of urban living, and making 
private car travel less necessary.

We cannot know for sure how and when 
things will change, and there will be a period 

of trial and error as policies and impacts play 
out. But by planning for these vehicles, we can 
minimize their negative impact and maximize 
the safety and cost benefits of driverless cars to 
help create the sustainable, livable, and equi-
table cities we want.

Jacob Mason is the transport research and evaluation 
manager for ITDP Global.

Car manufacturers, tech companies, and 
trend forecasters are pouring intellectual energy 
and large sums of capital into developing, 
testing, and hyping driverless cars. They see the 
transport sector on the verge of a radical change. 
These cars are promoted as the great equalizer 
that will solve major issues plaguing cities: con-
gestion, collisions, pedestrian fatalities, human 
error. The reality, however, is that we have been 
here before. Cities have been distorted with road 
widenings and exclusionary land-use regula-
tions—unjustly segregating communities by 
class, color, and family structure in the case of 
the United States—implemented with much the 
same goal. It is hard to imagine how decades of 
car-centric planning will transform merely with 
the advent of driverless cars. Amid all the excite-
ment about this novel technology, little attention 
is given to the impact these new cars will have 

on the design of cities. 
Equity concerns about the impact of driver-

less cars loom large. The problem many cities 
in the world face is a crisis of social inclusion 
resulting from urban design practices that 
marginalize communities and push poor people 
to the periphery. Driverless cars could perpetu-
ate, even exacerbate, inadequate and inequitable 
land-use patterns, leading to a further mismatch 
in the housing-jobs balance, but are justified by 
the magnitude of venture capital sponsoring 
their development and by all the rhetoric assur-
ing us that driverless cars will link everyone 
everywhere safely and seamlessly. 

Creating high-quality, comprehensive, and 
easily connected infrastructure that reduces the 
travel burden and links to jobs and opportunities 
across a metropolitan region will require invest-
ment in walking, cycling, and high-capacity Im
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Driverless cars and all the boosterism 
around them serve as another 
distraction from the urgent need to 
design (or redesign) cities for people.

transport, not driving. Globally, the majority of 
people do not own a car, and in lower-income 
nations, car ownership is generally between 
5 and 20 percent. Most journeys are less than 
5 kilometers, in fact—prime for walking and 
cycling trips. It may be that shared driverless 
cars can answer equity concerns by reaching 
low-income areas offering the same service 
as high-income areas. But this will require 
significant government regulation and probably 
subsidies as well to ensure that such transporta-
tion reaches and is accessible to low-income and 
marginalized communities. 

Road capacity is the main constraint to the 
promise of driverless cars—as it has been for 
driver-dependent vehicles. Car manufactur-
ers imagine that people will want to purchase 
personal autonomous vehicles that will now 
give them time to read, watch movies, rest, and 
relax while the car does all the work getting 
to a destination using the existing road net-
work. Autonomous technology is already being 
incorporated into existing fleets with rearview 
innovations, parking guidance, and cruise 
control. Autonomous vehicle technology will not 
impact existing congestion caused by today’s car 
fleets if single-passenger trips are merely shifted 
to autonomous vehicle single-passenger trips.

The race to deliver the newest driverless 
car product to the market distracts from other 
fundamentally neglected urban needs. Public 
life, relegated to private spaces or eliminated 
altogether by detrimental policies in the past, 
requires dedicated public space. Given the 
resurgence of public life in the past few decades 
through improvements to streets for walking, 
cycling, public transport, and place-based activi-
ties, it is disturbing that autonomous vehicles 
offer another utopian vision of a city built 

around the car and not people. 
Most people in the world face a lack of good 

walking infrastructure and access to high-quality 
streets. While driverless cars may solve some 
problems, they will not solve the most critical 
challenges related to good urban design. A report 
published by the International Transport Forum 
in 2015 found that self-driving shared vehicles 
can significantly reduce the need for both 
on-street and off-street parking since shared 
vehicles could reduce 90 percent of existing cars 
from city streets with big implications for road 
safety. The thinking is that shared driverless 
vehicles will endlessly circulate city streets shut-
tling passengers between destinations, much like 
driver-dependent taxis. Aside from the fact that 
this could easily cause more congestion than 
it reduces, this will do nothing to address the 
fundamental lack of continuous walking facili-
ties and amenities around quality public spaces. 

Until we devote the resources necessary to 
keep the most vulnerable people from walking 
in the dirt or skirting highway traffic to cross 
the street, driverless cars and all the booster-
ism around them serve as another distraction 
from the urgent need to design (or redesign) 
cities for people. Whatever the potential benefits 
of driverless cars, a shift from the car-centric 
development model to mixed-use, dense neigh-
borhoods anchored by high-capacity transport 
cannot exist if most trips are still made by car. 
Too many cities have already been shaped to 
accommodate car trips at the cost of a fairer and 
more balanced transport network. 

Let us concentrate our time, energy, and 
investment in creating sustainable, equitable 
built environments that promote public life. The 
new mobility agenda is unchanged—we need to 
stay focused on what matters: the fundamentals 
of a vibrant city are the lively streets that act as 
conduits between destinations without compro-
mising the local places that enable communities 
to thrive.  

Michael Kodransky is global research manager for 
ITDP Global.




