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SACRAMENTO: California regulators decid-
ing how to permit the future rollout of self-
driving cars have been told by consumer
advocates that their cautious approach was
right on, and by companies developing the
technology that the current course will
delay deployment of vehicles that promise
huge safety benefits. The state’s
Department of Motor Vehicles heard the
comments Thursday at a workshop as it
wrestles with how to keep the public safe as
the imperfect technology matures - but not
regulate so heavily that the agency stifles
development of the vehicles.

The agency sought suggestions of possi-
ble changes to a draft of precedent-setting
regulations it released last month. Those
regulations will govern how Californians can
get the cars once companies move beyond
their current testing of prototypes.

Because California has been a hotbed for
the development and regulation of the
technology, what happens in the state has
ripple effects nationally.

What the DMV had hoped would be a
technical discussion Thursday about legal
language instead drifted toward broad
statements about the technology’s merits.

Most vocal were advocates for the blind
- a group that has not been central to the
regulatory debate. Several argued the tech-
nology could change their lives, and the
agency should not get in the way.

“Please don’t leave my family out in the
waiting room,” said Jessie Lorenz, who is
blind and relies on public transit to get her
4-year-old daughter to preschool. Lorenz
would prefer to use a self-driving car for that
- or even a “spontaneous road trip.”

She said she has taken a ride in a self-dri-
ving car that Google Inc. has been develop-
ing, “and it was awesome.” DMV attorney
Brian Soublet said the agency appreciates
the potential benefits for disabled people,
but its focus has to be on the safety of the
entire motoring public.

Google wants California to clear the road
for the technology - and has expressed dis-
appointment in the DMV’s draft regulations,
which say self-driving cars must have a
steering wheel in case onboard computers
or sensors fail. A licensed driver would need
to sit in the driver’s seat, ready to seize con-
trol. “We need to be careful about the
assumption that having a person behind
the wheel” will make driving safer, Chris
Urmson, the leader of Google’s self-driving
car project, told the agency.

Google has concluded that human error
is the biggest danger in driving, and the
company wants to remove the steering
wheel and pedals from cars of the future,
giving people minimal ability to intervene.

Urmson said that if the draft regulations
are not changed, Google’s car would not be
available in California. While Google has
been testing on roads here for several years
- with trained safety drivers behind the
wheel, just in case - it might deploy cars
without steering wheels in Texas, where
regulators hailed the technology when
Google began testing prototypes there last
summer.

California’s DMV is still months away
from finalizing any regulations. Under the
draft framework, an independent certifier
would need to verify a manufacturer’s assur-
ances that its cars are safe. Google and tradi-

tional automakers want manufacturer self-
certification, the standard for other cars.

Once a company receives that verifica-
tion, manufacturers would receive a permit
for three years. Consumers could lease the
cars, but manufacturers would be required
to keep tabs on how safely they are driving
and report that performance to the state.
Drivers would need special, manufacturer-
provided training, and then get a special
certification on their licenses.

If a car breaks the law, the driver would
be responsible. John Simpson of the non-
profit Consumer Watchdog commended
the DMV on Thursday “for putting safety
first. I think you got it exactly right” in the
draft, he said. Earlier this month, federal offi-
cials announced an aggressive plan to get
the technology to the public’s hands sooner
than later. In written guidance, the National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration, pro-
jected that “fully automated vehicles are
nearing the point at which widespread
deployment is feasible.”

It remains unclear just how the bullish
federal approach will affect California’s reg-

ulatory process.
Neither Google nor traditional automak-

ers have said they think the cars are ready
yet, but at least a dozen companies are
developing the technology and nearly as
many have permission to test in California.
Google has suggested a model could be
ready for limited use sooner than the public
realizes. Several times during Thursday’s
workshop, DMV officials urged commenters
to offer specific changes to the draft regula-
tions, sometimes in reaction to comments
that the regulations fell short.

Speaker Curt Augustine of the Alliance of
Automobile Manufacturers said his organi-
zation did not agree with the DMV’s third-
party certification requirement.

DMV attorney Soublet asked for pro-
posed fixes, invoking a saying his father told
him: It only takes one wrecking ball to
demolish a house, but a whole crew to build
one. The agency has been working on regu-
lations for testing and now deployment for
nearly three years - and regulations on
deployment were supposed to be final a
year ago. — AP

Sony says bracing for
smartphone slowdown
after sensor sales dip

TOKYO: Sony Corp, widely regarded as a key supplier of image
sensors for Apple Inc’s iPhones, said yesterday it was bracing for
a slowdown in the premium smartphone market after sales of its
sensors fell in the third quarter.

Videogame sales and cost cuts in Sony’s flagging mobile unit
pushed October-December operating profit up 11 percent, beat-
ing analyst estimates, but the firm confirmed a much-feared hit
to a segment that in recent quarters helped it shake off years of
losses. “Demand for image sensors from certain customers has
slowed since November due to a slowdown in the high-end
smartphone market,” Chief Financial Officer Kenichiro Yoshida
told reporters at a briefing, without naming the clients.

Worries about weaker iPhone sales and a slowdown in
China’s smartphone market - the world’s biggest - have weighed
on Sony shares in recent weeks. The stock closed up 6.1 percent
ahead of earnings, still down around 16 percent since the start of
2016. Yoshida said Sony was planning its budget for the next
year assuming a fall in global demand for high-end smart-
phones. Sony also said October-December sales of devices,
including image sensors, fell 13 percent from a year earlier. The
segment, also hit by weak battery sales, booked a loss of 11.7 bil-
lion yen compared with a 53.8 billion yen profit in the year prior.

In addition to image sensors, Sony has depended on cost
cuts and strong sales of PlayStation 4 games to improve its bot-
tom line over the past year. The two factors helped its fiscal third-
quarter operating profit rise 11 percent from a year earlier to
202.1 billion yen ($1.68 billion), beating the average 175 billion
yen forecast of 8 analysts according to Thomson Reuters data.

It said quarterly sales of its game and network services divi-
sion rose 11 percent, helped by strong holiday sales of
PlayStation 4 videogames. It raised its full-year forecast for the
division to an operating profit of 85 billion yen from an October
forecast of 80 billion. — Reuters

Regulators get input on 
self-driving car rollout 
Agency plans to draft precedent-setting regulations

MOUNTAIN VIEW: Google’s new self-driving car during a demonstration at the
Google campus in Mountain View. — AP

MADRID: A man, right, looks at a robot during the Global Robot Expo fair in
Madrid on Thursday. During the four days fair experts from the public and pri-
vate sector show  their technology achievements in the robotic sector.  — AP

Amazon delivers big 
profits but shares dive
SAN FRANCISCO: US online giant Amazon on Thursday reported
profits doubled in the past quarter, as it attracted more customers
with video and other services, but the results missed Wall Street
forecasts.

Amazon shares dived more than 13 percent to $551 in after-
hours trade on the results, which showed a fourth-quarter profit of
$482 million, up from a $214 million profit a year earlier. The results
marked the third consecutive quarterly profit for the company,
which is a heavyweight in online retail as well as cloud computing,
and more recently streaming video. Overall revenue jumped 22
percent from a year ago to $35.7 billion. Amazon was one of the
“clear winners” in the battle for consumers’ money  during the year-
end holiday season, according to Neil Saunders, chief of retail analy-
sis firm Conlumino.

But while Amazon delivered “stellar topline performance” along
with improving net income, its profitability “is still painfully weak,”
Saunders said. “This is a conscious decision by a company that uses
a large chunk of its revenues to invest back into generating future
growth,” Saunders said. “Clearly this is a strategy that is working,
and it is one that is accepted by the market.”

He gave the example of Amazon putting competitive pressure
on traditional retail players such as Walmart. Investors looking for
big profits may be put off by Amazon investing heavily to build its
businesses, from data centers for cloud services and shows for its
streaming television service to developing drones to quickly deliver
online purchases. Amazon, which earned a reputation for making
little or no profit as it gained market share, managed an annual
profit for 2015 of $596 million. Revenues were up 20 percent for the
year, at $107 billion. 

‘Like day one’ 
“Twenty years ago I was driving the packages to the post office

myself and hoping we might one day afford a forklift,” said chief
executive Jeff Bezos, who founded the company in 1994.

“This year, we pass $100 billion in annual sales and serve 300
million customers. And still, measured by the dynamism we see
everywhere in the marketplace and by the ever-expanding oppor-
tunities we see to invent on behalf of customers, it feels every bit
like day one.” Amazon has made Bezos into one of the world’s
wealthiest individuals, with a fortune estimated at some $50 billion,
and he has since created his own space company called Blue Origin
and purchased The Washington Post newspaper.  — AFP


